Spotted gum and ironbark : an environmental history of the South Coast New South Wales forest industry by Davis, Leith
Spotted Gum and Ironbark: 
An Environmental History of the South Coast 










A thesis submitted in fulfilment of the requirements of 
Western Sydney University,  
for the award of Doctor of Philosophy 
 
 



































Without their stories, mills, saws and logs are just iron, steel and wood; they carry 
no meaning, they are just things. But with their stories, they are our remembrance of 
the past and the creators of our present. We identify with them and are identified by 
them; they are our heritage that we may squander, or bequeath if we are so minded. 
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The importance of technology as the contacting surface between humanity and the 
environment, the technology environment junction, has been increasingly recognised 
in recent years by environmental history and history of technology scholars. This 
thesis has applied the lens of the environment technology junction to the history of 
the relationship between the forest industries of the south coast of New South Wales 
and their environment. My study has documented ongoing innovations in logging, 
sawmilling and transport technology and practice and demonstrated how ongoing 
changes in technology have intensified the impact of the forest industry on the forest 
environment over the past two hundred years. I have used the archival resources of 
the Mitchell Library, the New South Wales State Archives, and the Noel Butlin 
Archives at the Australian National University, as well as the digitised regional 
newspaper resources of Trove at the National Library, and original company records. 
Four case studies at the heart of this thesis examine different aspects of the industry, 
across different periods of the past two hundred years, to draw out differences in 
industry practices and technologies. They range from the cedar trade of the early 
1800s, powered by human and animal muscle, wind and tide, to the introduction of 
exponential shifts in logging, sawmilling and transport technology in the second half 
of the twentieth century. Analysis of forest practices in the south coast forest 
environment through the environment technology junction lens has demonstrated 
how changes in technology have led to current harvesting practices that are 
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 “everything we know about environmental history suggests that people 
have been manipulating the natural world on various scales for as long as 
we have a record of their passing”. (William Cronon 1996)2. 
 
The physical geography of the South Coast of New South Wales comprises a narrow 
strip of rugged forested coastal land, in places with only five kilometres between the 
escarpment and the sea. It has mostly poor soils, few rivers and limited river flats, one 
natural harbour at Jervis Bay, and a navigable river at Bateman’s Bay.  It is traversed by 
a single arterial road, the Princes Highway with its characteristic “tunnel of trees”3, 
between Sydney and the southern border with Victoria, which connects coastal towns 
and settlements and the four mountain passes into the interior along its length.  This 
environment set many challenges for settlers, and development was slow: in 1965 the 
region was described as “the poor, hill billy neighbour of industrial Wollongong, 
opulent Canberra and the Snowy Mountains Scheme  a billabong beside the stream 
of progress”4.   
Figure 1.1 provides a map of the region, showing its position within the state, its major 
towns and rivers, and major roads, including the route of the Princes Highway. 
 
 
2 William Cronon ed., Uncommon Ground: Rethinking the Human Place in Nature (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 
1996, 83. 
3 Nicholas Brown, “On the Margins of the Littoral Society: The New South Wales South Coast,” Environment and History, 4 
no.2 (June 1998), 219. 
4 K. Bruce Ryan, “Towns and Settlement of the South Coast, New South Wales” [microform], (PhD thesis, Australian 




Figure 1.1  Map of the New South Wales south coast showing the major regional centres. The study area of this thesis 
extends from Kiama in the north to Bermagui in the south. 
The forest which covers most of the region is a dry sclerophyll eucalypt community, of 
a mixed eucalypt forest type that is quite particular to the region and classified broadly 
by the New South Wales Department of Environment, Energy and Science as South 
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Coast Spotted Gum Forest. There are no tall open forests such as the Victorian 
mountain ash (Eucalyptus regnans) forests, or the north coast New South Wales 
blackbutt (E. pilularis) or tallowwood (E. microcorys) stands5, and in the New South 
Wales forest industry, the south coast forests have consequently been perceived as of 
lesser value than those of the north coast. The south coast forest industry has always 
been seen as the poor relation of the north coast; in 1899 it was ranked second in 
importance to the north coast, and its timbers not so popular6. 
When the British settled in Australia in 1788, they came from the pre industrial 
economy of Western Europe, described by Edward Wrigley as an “organic economy”7. 
In the British organic economy of the time, raw materials were almost all organic, and 
heat and mechanical energy were obtained from organic sources  heat energy from 
wood and mechanical energy from human or animal muscle.  The new colony’s need 
for wood was thus absolute and remained so into the twentieth century as this 1905 
quote demonstrates: 
The Australian may live in a wooden house, in a wooden town, walk on a 
wood paved street, travel in a wooden carriage over wooden sleepers and 
wooden bridges; ship his goods from wooden wharves, shear, refine and 
manufacture in wooden sheds, enclose his land in wooden fences, and look 
forward to making his exit in a wooden coffin8. 
Sawpits were established at Botany Bay within a day or so of the First Fleet’s first 
landfall on 18 January 1888, the first constructive labour in Australia9.  When the 
colony was moved to Port Jackson on 26 January, orders were immediately given to dig 
fresh pits. 
 
5 In Specht’s classification of Australian vegetation, “tall open forests” are defined as all stands which at maturity are 
greater than thirty metres tall and possess foliage cover of 30-70 per cent.  R. L. Specht, “Vegetation,” in The Australian 
Environment, 4th edition revised, ed. W. Leeper (Melbourne:  CSIRO and University of Melbourne, 1970) 12-20.  I have 
used an alternative classification of “dry sclerophyll” for the south coast forest, which in Specht’s terminology would be 
classified as “open forest,” less than thirty metres tall. 
6 Richard Dalrymple-Hay, “The Timber Trade of New South Wales,” Agricultural Gazette of New South Wales, vol. X, part 9 
(September 1899): 867. 
7 Edward A. Wrigley, Continuity, Chance and Change:  The Character of the Industrial Revolution in England (Cambridge, 
Cambridge University Press, 1988), 5. 
8 Edward S. Hancock, “The Queensland timber industry:  Early History and Development,” Journal of the Royal Historical 
Society of Queensland  91, no. 1 (1969): 170. 
9 Philip Cox and John Freeland, Rude Timber Buildings in Australia (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1980), 14. 
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Initial reactions to the Australian native timbers were highly unfavourable.  Governor 
Phillip commented that: 
the timber of the site … has one very bad quality which puts us to very great 
inconvenience:  I mean the large gum tree which splits and warps in such a 
manner when used green … that a storehouse boarded up with this wood is 
rendered useless10. 
 
Surgeon General White was even less enamoured; he wrote: 
the timber of this country is very unfit for the purpose of building:  nor do I 
know any one purpose for which it will answer except for firewood and for that 
it is excellent; but in other respects it is the worst wood that any country or 
climate ever produced11. 
The colonists’ initially poor view of the native timbers reflected the qualities of the 
dominant species of Angophora costata (Sydney Red Gum) in the immediate vicinity of 
the Port Jackson settlement.  However, it was not long before explorations further afield 
discovered the extensive hardwood forests that surrounded the settlement.  In April 
1788 Governor Phillip led an expedition on the north shore of the harbour, and 
discovered “an immense wood, the trees of which were very high and large, and a 
considerable distance apart, with little under or brush wood”12; within a month two 
sawpits had been established there, across the harbour from the colony13.   
Red cedar (Toona ciliata) was discovered within a few years of settlement on the 
Hawkesbury River, and as early as 1795, a cargo of large cedar logs was sent back to 
England.14  By 1811, the cedar growing along the Hawkesbury River had been exhausted, 
and the cedar traders then turned their attention to the south, to the cedar stands along 
the mouth of the Shoalhaven which had been identified by the surveyor James Meehan 
as early as 1805. 
This study explores the history of the south coast forest industry over those two 
 
10Phillip to Sydney, Historical Records of Australia, 1(1), p. 23, quoted by Leslie T.  Carron, A History of Forestry in Australia 
(Canberra, Australian National University Press, 1985), 2. 
11 John White, Journal of a Voyage to New South Wales (Sydney: Angus and Robertson in association with the Royal 
Australian Historical Society, 1962, originally published 1790), 19. 
12 White, “Journal of a Voyage,” entry for 15 April 1788. 
13 Ralph Hawkins, The Timbergetters of Pennant Hills (Sydney: Hornsby Historical Society Inc., 1994), 2. 
14 James Jervis, “Cedar and the Cedar Getters”, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society 25, no. 2 (1939). 
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hundred years since the cedar getters first came to the Shoalhaven. It is situated within 
the environmental history canon, and it examines the interactions between humans 
and their environment, acknowledging nature as “a resiliently independent and equally 
historical agent” alongside human activity15.  When modern environmental history 
emerged in the United States in the 1970s, strongly linked into the emerging American 
environmental movement, its focus was anthropocentric  “how human induced 
changes in the physical environment had consequences for human societies”16. Later 
formulations have given more weight to the role of nature; as George Seddon expressed 
it, “how we have changed a given environment through time, and how it has changed 
us”17. In this context, Seddon’s formulation can be described as “how the forest industry 
has changed its forest environment through time, and how the forest environment has 
changed the industry”. 
It is these views that form the basis of this study: that nature and the forest 
environment are active and integral players in the narrative along with the forest 
industry and its people.  
At the outset, there is a need to clarify the use of the terms ‘environment’ and ‘nature’ 
in this thesis.  These terms are not synonymous.  The Oxford English Dictionary 
defines “environment” as “the surroundings or conditions in which a person, animal or 
plant lives or operates”; it includes the natural, cultural and built elements of our 
surroundings, and only exists in relation to its subject.  “Nature” on the other hand is 
an extraordinarily complex term, with a “jumble of meanings and referents”18; Einstein 
defined it as “everything that is not us”19.  Raymond Williams’ highly influential study 
identified three separate meanings:  intrinsic nature as in the nature of things, 
 
15 Tom Griffiths, “Secrets of the Forest:  writing environmental history,” in Australia’s Ever-Changing Forests II: Proceedings 
of the Second National Conference on Australian Forest History, eds. John Dargavel and Sue Feary (Canberra:  Centre 
for Resource and Environmental Studies, Australian National University, 1993), 45. 
16 Richard White, “From Wilderness to Hybrid Landscapes: The Cultural Turn in Environmental History,” The Historian, 66, 
no. 3 (2004): 557. 
17 George Seddon, Landprints:  Reflections on Place and Landscape (Cambridge:  Cambridge University Press, 1997), 49. 
18 Noel Castree, Nature (London:  Routledge, 2005). 
19 Ph. Bourdeau, “The Man-Nature Relationship and Environmental Ethics,” Journal of Environmental Radioactivity, 72, no. 
1 (2004): 10. 
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universal nature as in “natural laws” or “Mother Nature,” and external nature as in the 
external, unmediated material world20.  It is this sense of external nature that this 
thesis refers to, but “environment” is used in this study in the human centric sense 
that includes our natural and our human modified surroundings.  
The developing emphasis on the role of nature in environmental history reflects 
ongoing recent discussions within the humanities and social sciences about the 
separation of nature and culture in Western thought since the Enlightenment.  
Descartes (1596 1650) set humans apart from, and above, the rest of nature because of 
our capacity for language and reason. This dichotomy between humans and non
humans became a fundamental plank of Western thought and science, reflected for 
example in the concept of wilderness, “where man himself is a visitor who does not 
remain”21.  Bill McKibben’s declaration of “the end of nature” is predicated on this 
dichotomy; if nature only exists where humans are not, then global modification of the 
non human world can be cast as the end of nature22.   
Since the time of Charles Darwin (1809 1882), developments in science have created 
concerns about the nature culture dichotomy23.  Tom Griffiths has neatly summarised 
these three developments:  humans are animal, nature is historical, and the universe is 
mysterious24.  First was Darwin’s theory of evolution that placed humans as animals 
and part of nature.  Second was the paradigm shift in ecology, from the “balance of 
nature,” orderly succession and equilibrium and a timeless nature, to a new paradigm 
of constant flux, disturbance, instability and temporality.  The third and final 
development was Einstein’s theory of relativity which replaced Newton’s mechanical 
view of the universe “by elastic and viscous time space, by the vision of a constant flow 
 
20 Raymond Williams, Problems in Materialism and Culture: selected essays (London:  Verso, 1980). 
21 United States Wilderness Act 1964, Section 2(c).  
22 Bill McKibben, The End of Nature (London:  Viking, 1990). 
23 Tom Griffiths, “The Nature of Culture and the Culture of Nature,” in Cultural History in Australia, eds. Hsu-Ming Teo and 
Richard White (Sydney: University of New South Wales Press Ltd., 2003), 69; Deborah Bird Rose, “Connecting with 
ecological futures,” in M. Gillies ed., Position Papers:  The National Humanities and Social Sciences Summit (Canberra:  
the Australian Academy of the Humanities and the Academy of the Social Sciences in Australia, 2001). 
24 Griffiths, “The Nature of Culture,” 69. 
 
7  
of transforming energy”25. In the context of imperial history, James Beattie, Edward 
Melillo and Emily O’Gorman recently developed the concept of eco cultural networks, 
which focuses attention on “specific sets … relational connections between humans 
and non humans26 
New philosophical approaches are being developed to understand a world where 
nature and culture are not separate.  One approach, borrowed from quantum physics, 
is the concept of entanglement, which is being used to reflect how as culture changes 
so too does nature, and as natures change so too do cultures27.  “Environing” is a new 
verb which was suggested by Paul Warde28; in general terms “environing” describes the 
entangling processes by which humans modify, and are modified by, their 
environment29. Entanglement does not imply that nature and culture are one, but that 
they are inextricably entwined in the human environment. Tom Griffiths encapsulates 
this concept somewhat presciently and with direct application to this study: 
Forests exemplify the impossible boundary between nature and culture.  
When you study a forest, you are engaging with something that is neither 
wilderness nor artefact; it is more exciting and intriguing; it is something 
in between.  In its making and remaking we cannot tell where nature stops, 
and human activity begins30. 
In considering human activity, and the first part of George Seddon’s definition of 
environmental history, “how we have changed a given environment through time,” we 
must consider technology, which includes “physical objects as well as the processes of 
design, production, maintenance and knowledge that go into their making”31, and has 
 
25 Griffiths, “The Nature of Culture,” 68; Freya Mathews, The Ecological Self (London:  Routledge, 1991). 
26 James Beattie, Edward Melillo and Emily O’Gorman, eds. Eco-Cultural Networks and the British Empire: New Views on 
Environmental History (London: Bloomsbury Academic, 2015). 
27 Steve Hinchliffe, “Nature/Culture,” in., Cultural Geography, a Critical Dictionary of Key Concepts, eds. D. Atkinson, P. 
Jackson, D. Sibley et.al.  (London:  I. B. Taurus, 2005); Owain Jones, “After Nature:  Entangled Worlds,” in A Companion 
to Environmental Geography, eds. Noel Castree, David Demeritt, Diana Liverman, Bruce Rhoads  (Chichester:  Wiley-
Blackwell, 2011); Hannes Bergthaller, et al., “Mapping Common Ground:  Ecocriticism, Environmental History, and the 
Environmental Humanities,” Environmental Humanities 5 (2014): 267. 
28 Paul Warde, “The environmental history of pre-industrial agriculture in Europe,” in Nature’s End: History and the 
Environment, eds. Sverker Sörlin and Paul Warde, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2009, 2011). 
29 Bergthaller et. al., “Mapping Common Ground”. 
30 Griffiths, “The Humanities,” 7. 
31 Dolly Jorgensen, “Not by Human Hands:  Five Technological Tenets for Environmental History in the Anthropocene,” 
Environment and History, 20, no. 4 (2014): 480. 
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been described by Jeffrey Stine and Joel Tarr, as embodying “the tools, techniques, 
organisation, processes, and knowledge used by humankind to modify, subdue, and 
control nature”32  Worster saw technology as “a product of human culture as 
conditioned by the nonhuman environment”33, and he identified as the second level of 
environmental history “productive technology as it interacts with its environment”34. 
Technology forms the contacting surface between humans and their environment and 
has been described as “the area of interaction between ourselves, as individuals, and 
our environment”35, or more colourfully, “a mitten between culture and nature”36.  As 
Dolly Jorgensen points out, “if humans used only their hands, they would have no 
more effect upon the surface of the planet than any other animal with their paws or 
hooves”37.  It is the technology used by humans, the contacting surface between 
humans and the environment, that determines their impact on their surroundings.   
It is now increasingly recognised that Timo Myllantaus’s mitten is permeable, and that 
humankind, the environment and technology are becoming more and more entangled 
into complex ecologies.   James Williams has illustrated this entanglement, and his 
concept of the environment technology junction, with a metaphorical patchwork quilt 
representing the landscape (Figure 1.2)38. 
 
32 Jeffrey K. Stine and Joel A. Tarr, “Introduction to the Special Issue: Technology and the Environment: The Historians’ 
Challenge”, Environmental History Review, 18 no. 1, 1994, 1-7. 
33 Donald Worster, “Transformations of the Earth: Toward an Agroecological Perspective in History,” Journal of American 
History, 76, no. 4 (1990): 1089. 
34  Ibid. 
35 Melvin Kranzberg and Carroll W. Pursell Jr., eds., Technology in Western Civilization, vol. I (New York:  Oxford University 
Press, 1967), 11. 
36 Timo Myllyntaus, “Technology and the Environment:  Searching for their Nexus in History,” Tekniikan Waiheita, Finnish 
Quarterly for the History of Technology, 2 (2003): 5. 
37 Jorgensen, Ibid. 
38 Williams, “Understanding the Place of Humans in Nature,” in The Illusory Boundary:  Environment and Technology in 




Figure 1. 2:  The patchwork quilt metaphor (stock photo). 
 
The word ‘landscape’, like ‘nature’, represents a complex cluster of meanings. It came 
into the English language late in the sixteenth century from the Dutch word 
‘landschap’39. While representing a depiction of a view in the seventeenth and 
eighteenth century, it evolved to represent the view itself, and has further evolved into 
the present time. In the late twentieth century John Brinckerhoff Jackson, the founder 
of landscape studies40, defined the landscape as “a composition of man made or man
modified spaces to serve as infrastructure or background for our collective existence”41. 
Carys Swanwick, citing John Hunter’s distinction between “land” and “landscape”, 
explained “Land becomes landscape when seen by man, revealing the record of his 
activities on the surface of the earth and his relationship with his environment”42.  
Technology is the contacting surface  the junction  between humans and their 
environment, that traces the record of human activity on the surface of the earth; as 
 
39 Simon Schama, Landscape and Memory (New York: Vintage Books, 1996) 12. 
40 David Nye,Technology Matters: Questions to Live With (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 2006), 89. 
41 John Brinckerhoff Jackson, Discovering the Vernacular Landscape (New Haven, Connecticut: Yale University Press, 1984) 
8. 
42 John Michael Hunter, Land into Landscape (London: George Godwin, 1986). 
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David Nye has noted, “Landscapes express the technologies and land use of earlier 
generations”43. 
The quilt in Figure 1.2 represents the landscape. Williams asks us to imagine that the 
patches in the quilt represent random outcomes of the interplay between humankind 
and nature in the landscape.  Technology represents the needle and thread that has 
seamed the quilt together and overlaid it with intricate surface patterns.  The finished 
quilt represents the history of the relationship between human beings and nature, and 
the role of technology in the history of that relationship. 
The quilt represents the landscape of this research that presents an environmental 
history of the south coast forest industry. It is not a history of the forest itself, but 
rather a history of the interactions between the forest environment as a “resiliently 
independent and equally historical agent”44 and the industry, as the technology of 
“contact”, over the past two hundred years. The patchwork quilt represents the 
environment technology junction. Specifically, the quilt represents the forest 
landscape of today which is the product of “the technologies and land use of previous 
generations”45. Changes in land use and the forest environment are reflected in the 
differing quilt patches, and changes in the needle and thread of technology are 
reflected in how the quilt patches have been seamed together and overlaid with 
surface patterns over time. Similarly, changes in technology over time have changed 
relationships between the industry and the forest; for example, as the forest industry 
moved from dependence on wind, water, and human or animal muscle for mechanical 
energy first to steam and later to internal combustion and diesel forms of motive 
power,  these increasingly efficient technological changes increased the intensity of 
logging and the demands of the sawmills for resources. This understanding of the 
environment technology junction has guided my study on “How did changes in 
 
43 David Nye, “Technology Matters”, 89. 
44 Tom Griffiths, “Secrets of the Forest”, 45. 
45 David Nye, “Technology Matters”, 89. 
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technology affect the south coast forest industry’s impact on the forest environment in 
the two hundred years from 1820 to 2020?”  
In its scope, this study will encompass the South Coast sub region of the Southern 
Regional Forest Agreement, which extends from Kiama in the north to Bermagui in 
the south.  In the west it extends to Queanbeyan and Cooma in the west, including the 
Shoalhaven, Tianjara and Clyde Gorges. The Regional Forest Agreement has the 
southern boundary of the sub region just north of the town of Bermagui, but for the 
purposes of this study I will extend the boundary to take in the town.  The timber 
industry was an important element in Bermagui for many years, and its linkages were 
north to the south coast region, rather than south to Eden and the far south coast.  
The far south coast is classed under the Regional Forest Agreement as the Eden 
region46 with a separate Regional Forest Agreement, reflecting differences in physical 
geography and forest ecology between the two regions, and that the timber industry in 
that region developed separately to that of the South Coast with little overlap of 
ownership and industry players. 
The forest of the south coast region is classified in ecological terms as a Spotted Gum 
Forest, “a variable type, in which Spotted Gum dominates the stand and may occur in 
pure stands or with a wide range of other eucalypts as associates” 47. Other eucalypts 
named as being associated with spotted gum (that are found most often in the coastal 
forests are stringybarks, woollybutt, silvertop ash (south of Batemans Bay), ironbarks, 
bloodwood, Sydney blue gum, turpentine, and forest red gum. These species vary in 
their commercial value. Another group classified separately is the Blackbutt Spotted 
Gum type, in which both blackbutt and spotted gum are found, again in association 
with a wide range of other eucalypts of varying commercial value48. 
 
46 Formerly the South East Regional Forest Agreement. 
47 G. N. Baur (ed.), Forest Types in New South Wales, Research Note No. 17 (Sydney: Forestry Commission of New South 
Wales, 1965, reprinted 1976), 46. 




A brief discussion follows of the historiography of the environmental history and 
history of technology fields within the history discipline, and the eventual recognition 
that the two fields are on different sides of the same equation49. 
Forest history is generally recognised as one of the earliest manifestations of 
environmental history.  The publishers of the Environmental History Review journal 
are the Forest History Society and the American Society for Environmental History; it 
was originally the Journal of Forest History.50 Until recently most Australian forest 
histories concerned themselves with administrative or institutional matters, rather 
than exploring the interactions between humans and nature that signify 
environmental history51. John Dargavel’s Fashioning Australia’s Forests provides an 
historical context for the forestry contests of the late twentieth century and describes 
those contests, noting that “the forests of today are the accumulated result of past 
activities and events”52. Ian Hudson, a member of the Hudson family of Sydney timber 
merchants, compiled a history of the New South Wales forest industry which focuses 
on the people, the sawmills and the businesses that were involved in the industry53.  
He made little mention of the south coast industry in his account, apart from a brief 
account of the history of the Clyde Sawmilling Company, the subject of the fourth case 
study in this thesis. 
Australian forest histories that fall within the environmental history ambit include 
Eric Rolls’ history of the Pilliga forest and Tom Griffiths’ story of the Victorian north 
east mountain ash forests54.  Stephen Legg has traced the history of forestry policy in 
 
49 Timo Myllantaus, “Technology and the Environment,” 7. 
50 Publication details, Environment History Review, www-jstor-org.ezproxy.uws.edu.au 
51 Mauro Agnoletti and Steven Anderson, Methods and Approaches in Forest History, Report No. 3 of the IUFRO Task Force 
on Environmental Change (Wallingford, Oxon: CABI Publishing, 2000). 
52 John Dargavel, Fashioning Australia’s Forests (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1995), xii. 
53 Ian Hudson and Paul Henningham: Gift of God, Friend of Man: a story of the timber industry in New South Wales 1788-
1986 (Sydney:  Australian Forest Industries Journal, 1986). 
54 Eric Rolls, A Million Wild Acres (Melbourne: Thomas Nelson Australia, 1981); Tom Griffiths, Forests of Ash: an 
Environmental History (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2001). 
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South Australia and Victoria55. On a broader scale, James Beattie examined the history 
of imperial forestry in South Asia and Australasia56. There are also Richard Flanagan’s 
beautifully evoked history of the piners, who travelled the far reaches of the Gordon
Franklin Rivers of Tasmania in search of Huon pine; a regional history of the red gum 
forest and sawmill industry on Gunbower Island on the Murray River; and Brett 
Stubbs’ history of the forest industry on the Northern Rivers of New South Wales 
which outlines the development of institutional arrangements for forestry and forest 
conservation in that region57. John Dargavel in 1988 commented on the limited nature 
of the existing literature on the forest industries of Australia and its focus on particular 
localities58, and it would appear that observation is still valid, despite the recent 
studies mentioned here. 
An important Australian forest history resource has been the Australian Forest History 
Society’s series of conference proceedings, Australia’s Ever Changing Forests59.  The 
society held nine conferences between 1988 and 2015; the proceedings of the first six 
were published in hardcopy, and most of the rest are available in various forms online. 
The papers cover a wide range of topics in Australian forest history. 
While modern environmental history emerged in the United States in the 1970s, much 
of the work that would later be identified as “environmental history” was produced by 
British and European historical geographers in the century before60.  These included 
 
55 Stephen Legg, “Debating Forestry, an Historical Geography of Forestry Policy in Victoria and South Australia, 1870-1939” 
(PhD thesis, Department of Geography and Environmental Science, Monash University 1995). 
56 James Beattie, Empire and Environmental Anxiety: Health, Science, Art and Conservation in South Asia and Australasia, 
1800-1920 (Basingstoke, Hampshire; New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 
57 Richard Flanagan, “A Terrible Beauty: a History of the Exploration of, and Changing Attitudes towards, the Gordon River 
Country” (Honours thesis, University of Tasmania, Hobart, 1983); D. McGowan, “Gunbower Island: an Environmental 
History of the Red Gum Forest and the Sawmill Industry, 1870-1900” (Graduate Diploma in Regional Studies (History) 
thesis, La Trobe University College of Northern Victoria, 1992); Brett Stubbs, A Question of Competing Values: Forest 
and Timber Conservation in New South Wales, 1838-1996 (PhD thesis, Southern Cross University, Lismore New South 
Wales, 1996). 
58 John Dargavel, “A Review of Australian Forest Industry and Labour Industry,” in Australia’s Ever Changing Forests:  
Proceedings of the First National Conference on Australian Forest History, Kevin J. Frawley and Noel M. Semple, eds.,  
Canberra 9-11 May, 1988 (Campbell, A.C.T: Department of Geography and Oceanography, University College, 
University of New South Wales, Australian Defence Force Academy, 1988): 257. 
59 Australia’s Ever-changing Forests: Conference Proceeding of the National Conferences on Australian forest history, 1988-
2002, ANU Fenner School of Environment and Society, www.openresearch-repository.anu.edu.au. 
60 Verena Winiwarter, “Environmental History in Europe from 1994 to 2004:  Enthusiasm and Consolidation,” Environment 
and History, 10 (2004): 2. 
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notably the French Annales school of the early twentieth century61 and the British 
Leicester school of the mid twentieth century. The Annales school, largely associated 
with Fernand Braudel, focused on the evolution of nature, examining long term 
changes  la longue duree62. The Leicester school, influenced by Braudel and the 
Annales school, was begun by W. G. Hoskins with The Making of the English 
Landscape, published in 195563.  Richard Grove and Vinita Damodaran have 
characterised The Making of the English Landscape as “Braudelesque”64.  
Several of the notable contributions to the Australian historical geography canon, 
from the mid twentieth century on, have also been claimed for the school of 
environmental history.  In particular, Richard Grove has nominated Michael Williams’ 
The Making of the South Australian Landscape, with its clear reference to the Leicester 
school, as the first really significant work in Australian environmental history65.  The 
historical geographer Joe Powell introduced the first of his two volumes on Australian 
environmental management as “a brief introduction to some major themes in 
Australian environmental history”66. Keith Hancock’s Discovering Monaro was 
published in 197267.  It was recognised as the first environmental history written by an 
historian, although George Seddon argued that it should not be included in the 
environmental history canon because it did not address the reciprocal relationship 
between the environment and humans68. 
 
61 R. Forster, “Achievements of the Annales School,” The Journal of Economic History, 38 no. 1 (1978): 58-76; Fernand 
Braudel, The Mediterranean ad the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II (London: Fontana, 1975); Emmanuel Le 
Roy Ladurie, Times of Feast, Times of Famine: a History of Climate since the Year 1000, translated by Barbara Bray 
(Garden City, New York: Doubleday, 1971). 
62 Timo Myllyntaus, “Environment in Explaining History,” in Timo Myllyntaus and Mikko Saikku, Encountering the Past in 
Nature: Essays in Environmental History (Athens: Ohio University Press, 2001), 146. 
63 Richard Grove and Vinita Damodaran, “Imperialism, Intellectual Networks, and Environmental Change: Unearthing the 
Origins and Evolution of Global Environmental History,” in Nature’s End: History and the Environment, eds. Sverker 
Sörlin and Paul Warde, (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), 35. 
64 Ibid. 
65 Richard Grove, “Environmental History,” in New Perspectives on Historical Writing, 2nd edition,  Peter Burke, 
ed.(Pennsylvania:  Pennsylvania State University Press, 2001); Michael Williams, The Making of the South Australian 
Landscape: a Study in the Historical Geography of Australia (London: Academic Press, 1974). 
66 Joseph M Powell, Environmental Management in Australia, 1788-1914:  Guardians, Improvers and Profit, an Introductory 
Survey (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1976). 
67 W. K. Hancock, Discovering Monaro: a Study of Man’s Impact on his Environment (Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press, 1972). 
68 George Seddon, Searching for the Snowy:  an environmental history (St Leonards: Allen & Unwin, 1994) xviii. 
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In the United States, environmental history emerged in the 1970s as a sub discipline of 
history with a distinctly normative focus. Environmental historians of the period 
based their judgments and assessments of environmental impacts on the Clementsian 
“balance of nature” paradigm current in ecology at the time69.  This model gave 
environmental historians what they thought to be “standards against which to 
measure and evaluate the repercussions of human action”70.  However, as mentioned 
previously, advances in the science of ecology in the mid to late twentieth century 
have replaced the “balance of nature” paradigm with a model of constant flux, 
disturbance and instability in nature71.  By 1990, Richard White could write “Historians 
thought ecology was the rock upon which they could build environmental history; it 
turned out to be a swamp”72. 
Australian environmental history had emerged as an interdisciplinary field rather than 
as a sub discipline of history, with a relative lack of involvement by historians73. It was 
not so closely related to the environmental movement as in the United States and its 
adherents did not share in the moral fervour of the Americanist environmental 
historians.  Consequently, the shift in the ruling ecology paradigm, that shook the core 
of American environmental history, did not have such a great effect in Australia.  
Some examples of the breadth of recent Australian work in the environmental history 
field include George Seddon’s masterful history of the Snowy and its people, Andrea 
Gaynor’s history of suburban gardening, studies of floods in the Murray Darling Basin, 
the Great Barrier Reef, and the history of agriculture in Australia74. 
 
69 Frederick E. Clements, Plant Succession: an Analysis of the Development of Vegetation (Washington: Carnegie Institute of 
Washington, 1916), “Nature and Structure of the Climax”, Journal of Ecology, 24: 252-284.  
70 Richard White, “Environmental History, Ecology and Meaning,” Journal of American History, 76, no. 4 (1990): 1115. 
71 Stuart T. A. Pickett and V.T. Parker, “Avoiding the Old Pitfalls: Opportunities in a New Discipline”, Restoration Ecology, 2 
no. 2, 75-79. 
72 White, “Environmental History, Ecology and Meaning”, 1115. 
73 Libby Robin and Tom Griffiths, “Environmental History in Australasia,” Environment and History, 10, no. 4 (2004). 
74 George Seddon, “Searching for the Snowy”; Andrea Gaynor, Harvest of the Suburbs:  an Environmental History of 
Growing Food in Australian Cities (Crawley:  University of Western Australia Press, 2006); Emily O’Gorman, Flood 
Country: an Environmental History of the Murray-Darling Basin (Collingwood, Vic: CSIRO Publishing, 2012); Benjamin 
Daley, Changes in the Barrier Reef since European Settlement (PhD thesis, James Cook University, 2005); Ian McCalman, 
The Reef: a Passionate History (Melbourne, Vic:  Viking, an imprint of Penguin Books, 2013); Cameron Muir, The Broken 
Promise of Agricultural Progress:  an Environmental History (New York: Earthscan, Routledge, 2014). 
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Developments in the History of Technology 
Meanwhile, a group of mostly American historians had focussed on the history of 
technology, and formed their own society, Society for the History of Technology 
(SHOT), in 195875.  The society commenced publishing its own journal, Technology and 
Culture, a year later. In 1968, a European group was formed in Paris, the International 
Committee for the History of Technology (ICOHTEC).  It was intended to provide a 
forum for scholars of the history of technology from both sides of the iron curtain76, 
and in 1995 began publishing its own journal, Icon. 
Definitions of technology have been discussed earlier in this chapter. In the present 
context of the nexus between technology and the environment, it is interesting that as 
early as 1967, early historians of technology defined technology as “nothing more than 
the area of interaction between ourselves, as individuals, and our environment, 
whether material or spiritual, natural or man made”77, and in 1969, as “an information 
system which connects the species of biological organisms Homo sapiens with its 
environment”78.  However, early historians of technology took what was termed an 
“internalist” approach, studying the “artifacts and artefact events, along with the 
inventors, entrepreneurs, and engineers who preside over them”79. Hugh Gorman and 
Betsy Mendelsohn characterised the “internalist” approach as extending the Great 
Man theory of history to technology by focusing on the individual inventor and 
entrepreneur80. 
By the 1980s the sub discipline was moving away from this early “internalist” approach 
toward what was termed a “contextual” approach which placed technical designs and 
 
75 John M. Staudenmeier, “Rationality versus Contingency in the History of Technology,” in Does Technology Drive History: 
the Dilemma of Technological Determinism, eds. Merritt Roe Smith and Leo Marx  (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT 
Press, 1994), 264. 
76  International Committee of the History of Technology, http://www.icohtec.org/, accessed 2 May 2020. 
77 Kranzberg and Pursell, “Technology in Western Civilisation”, 11. 
78 A. Hunter Dupree, “Comment:  The Role of Technology in Society and the Need for Historical Perspective,” Technology 
and Culture, 10, no. 4 (1969): 529. 
79 Staudenmeier, “Rationality versus Contingency,” 261. 
80 Hugh S. Gorman and Betsy Mendelsohn, “Where Does Nature End and Culture Begin? Converging Themes in the History 
of Technology and Environmental History’, in Reuss and Cutcliffe, “The Illusory Boundary,” 267. 
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innovations within some aspects of the milieu within which it was developed  “the 
values, biases, motives and world views of design elites”81 which contributed to 
technology development. Lewis Mumford’s Technics and Civilization82 has been viewed 
as a forerunner of the contextual approach83, and Louis. C. Hunter’s Steamboats on the 
Western Rivers, published in 1949, was a very early example of a contextual history of 
technology.  The study described how the environmental, economic and social context 
influenced the invention and development of the steamboat84.  In 1962 Lynn White Jr 
also took a contextual approach in his study of medieval technology85, and a later 
example was the publication of an edited volume of contributions to a workshop on 
the social construction of technology86, in particular its design and content, strongly 
influenced by recent recognition of the sociology of science87.  
With the contextual approach came an increased awareness of interactions of 
technology with the environment88.  A 1991 conference held jointly by SHOT and the 
History of Science Society included a session on “Technology and the Environment”.  
The publication of William Cronon’s Uncommon Ground in 1995 has also been cited by 
historians of technology as an important influence, because of its re examination of 
the relationships between humans and nature89. In 1998 Jeffrey Stine and Joel Tarr 
published an exhaustive review of past literature on technology and the 
environment90.  It covered a number of fields, including cities, in which air pollution, 
waste disposal and water supplies were topics of environmental concern to historians 
 
81 Staudenmeier, “Rationality versus Contingency,” 267. 
82 Lewis Mumford, Technics and Civilization (New York: Harcourt, Brace, 1934);  
83 Gorman and Mendelsohn, “Where Does Nature End”, 268; Rosalind Williams, “Review: Lewis Mumford’s “Technics and 
Civilisation”, Technology and Culture, 43, no. 1 (2002): 147. 
84 Louis C. Hunter, Steamboats on the Western Rivers:  an Economic and Technological History (Cambridge, Massachusetts: 
Harvard University Press, 1949). 
85 Lynn White Jr., Medieval Technology and Social Change (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1962). 
86 Wiebe E. Bijker, Thomas P. Hughes, and Trevor J. Pinch, eds., The Social Construction of Technological Systems:  New 
Directions in the Sociology and History of Technology (Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1989). 
87 For example, Michael Mulkay, Science and the Sociology of Knowledge (London: George Allen & Unwin, 1979); Barry 
Barnes, Scientific Knowledge and Sociological Theory (London:  Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1974). 
88 This awareness was shared within the environmental history field, as the earlier discussion of Donald Worster’s writings 
on the relations between humans, technology and nature has indicated. 
89 Martin Reuss and Stephen H. Cutcliffe, The Illusory Boundary: Environment and Technology in History (Charlottesville: 
University of Virginia Press, 2010), viii; William Cronon, “Uncommon Ground”. 
90 Jeffrey Stine and Joel Tarr, “At the Intersection of Histories: Technology and the Environment,” Technology and Culture, 
39, no. 4, (1998): 601-640. 
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of technology in the 1970s and 1980s. They mentioned several works by Donald 
Worster, but not his references to technology referred to earlier in this chapter. They 
did mention William Cronon’s Nature’s Metropolis as a key work in the study of 
cities91. Nature’s Metropolis is an environmental history of the relationship between 
Chicago and its hinterland, the Great West.  In the field of natural resources, the 
review covered works on the history of water resources development, mining and 
agriculture and landscape  in this area most of the works reviewed were from the 
environmental history field. Particular mention was made of Michael Williams’ history 
of the American forests: “for a thorough assessment of the punishment inflicted upon 
forests by charcoal iron making, one has to turn to geographer Michael Williams’ 
magnum opus, Americans and their Forests”92. 
James Williams presented the first iteration of his concept of the environment 
technology junction at an ICOHTEC symposium in 1999; the paper was published in 
Icon, the ICOHTEC journal, in 200093.  In the same year, a group of scholars working in 
the environment technology junction field within SHOT, led by James Williams and 
Sara Pritchard, formed Envirotech, a special interest group within SHOT.  It has 
become one of the largest interest groups within the society94 and meets at SHOT 
conferences as well as United States and European environmental history societies and 
the World Congress of Environmental History95.  The Envirotech group was 
responsible for the publication in 2010 of The Illusory Boundary96, an edited collection 
of papers by members of the group that argues the interdependence of technology and 
environment across a broad range of fields including landscape, cities, pollution and 
biology.  James C. Williams’ introductory paper builds on his earlier 2000 article, and 
sets out his argument that “to understand the relationship between humans and 
 
91 Stine & Tarr “Intersection of Histories,” 617; William Cronon, Nature’s Metropolis: Chicago and the Great West (New 
York: W. W. Norton & Company, 1992). 
92 Stine & Tarr, “Intersection of Histories,” 623; Michael Williams, “Americans and their Forests”. 
93 James C. Williams, “The Technology Junction: Exploring Technology and the Environment,” Icon 6, 7-20 ( 2000), 
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Technology and Culture, 52 no.2 (2011:, 247. 
95 Dolly Jorgensen, “Not by Human Hands,” 480. 
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nature anywhere, one must look at how people, technology and nature interact and, 
moreover, how technology serves as the junction between humankind and nature”97.  
The concept of the environment technology junction has been further explored by 
Timo Myllantaus98 and Dolly Jorgensen99. 
James C. Williams in 2014 set out the history of consideration by ICOHTEC of 
technology and the environment at its annual symposia and in their journal, Icon.  He 
noted that the subjects of technology and the environment, and the human/nature 
relationship, have not had as much interest in recent years, but he also noted that 
“while subjects ebb and flow in the level of interest historians give them, these 
subjects will continue to be fruitful ones for scholarly exploration”100. 
Significance of this Study 
John Dargavel drew attention in 1988 to the limited literature concerning Australia’s 
forest industries, consisting largely of accounts of particular firms or localities.  In 
considering what the full scope of the topic might be, he suggested that “the essential 
matter is how the industries were shaped by, and in turn shaped, the forest 
resources”101.   
This thesis provides for the first time, a history of the south coast New South Wales 
forest industry. It adds to the limited forest history literature identified by John 
Dargavel, and considers his “essential matter,” how the industries were shaped by, and 
in turn shaped, the forest resources. As earlier noted, John Dargavel has observed, “the 
forests of today are the accumulated result of past activities and events” (see footnote 
49). Applying James Williams’ metaphor of the patchwork quilt, representing the 
environment technology junction between humankind, technology and the 
environment, to the history of the inter relationship between the forest industries and 
 
97 James C. Williams, “Understanding the Place of Humans in Nature,” in “The Illusory Boundary” , eds. Reuss and Cutcliffe, 
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20  
their environment brings into focus the role of technology as the metaphorical 
seaming and surface stitching across the landscape. This enables, for the first time, a 
sharp focus on changes in technology in the forest industries over time, and how these 
developments have changed the degree of impact of human activity on the forests. 
This study addresses the gap identified by James Williams (see above) in the 
historiography of the environmental history/ history of technology field, and for the 
first time applies those lenses to the history of the relationship between the south 
coast forest industry and the forest environment.  
I was originally drawn to this topic by a range of personal, professional and academic 
interests.  I was born and raised on the south coast, a fifth generation product of two 
south coast forest industry families, and grew up with the smell of sawdust and diesel 
in my nostrils, deep connections with the culture and families of the forest industry, 
and a strong and abiding love for the south coast bush. I left the coast to study first 
economics, then forest ecology, and worked as an economic policy adviser, then a 
forest policy adviser.  This academic and professional experience has drawn me back 
to study the industry and its environment through an historical lens, but my love for 
the bush and its people remains its constant underpinning. 
Methods 
This study is history on a regional scale, piecing together the histories and working 
relationships of small isolated communities, connected to each other for most of the 
period by coastal shipping rather than roads or rail.  It has required an eclectic 
approach to gathering together fragments of the past.  It has long been recognised that 
in environmental history “the clues needed are scattered and in short supply” and any 
environmental history enquiry “will typically use multiple source and methodological 
approaches: scientific analysis, primary and secondary historical materials, personal 
observation and so on”102.  
 
102 Stephen Dovers, “Australian Environmental History: Introduction, Review and Principles” in Australian Environmental 
History:  Essays and Cases, ed. Stephen Dovers (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1994), 12. 
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As discussed earlier in this chapter, the shift in the science of plant ecology from the 
“balance of nature” paradigm to a model of constant flux, disturbance and instability 
in nature has removed the baseline that would enable environmental historians to 
assess with any exactitude the impact of human activity on the environment.  The 
forest environment of the south coast, a mixed eucalypt forest, presents more 
difficulties. The eucalypt species in the forest have a mix of commercial and non
commercial values. As a result, the forests have been harvested by selective felling of 
the desired species, size and form. The intensity of harvesting has increased over time 
with changes in logging technology which are documented in this thesis, but selective 
felling remains less destructive than other logging practices. This is demonstrated by 
Figure 7.6, a 2018 aerial view of a south coast forest selectively felled in 2014 15. As a 
result, simple metrics such as area harvested or hectares clearfelled are not 
appropriate as measures of human impact. The clearing of the forest that has occurred 
on the south coast has been almost entirely for agricultural, pastoral and settlement 
purposes. The more subtle impacts of the forest industry that are present, such as 
changes in size distribution and species distribution in the forests could only be 
measured by ecological surveys which are not part of the field of environmental 
history. 
Primary sources have been consulted extensively at the Mitchell Library, the New 
South Wales State Archives, and the Noel Butlin Archives at Australian National 
Library.  The Trove digital records have been invaluable and indispensable: their 
indexed records of local and regional newspapers have been a treasure beyond price. 
The Light Railways Research Society of Australia have published their research on the 
tramways associated with sawmills including those on the south coast. I have been 
extremely fortunate to have been entrusted with company papers and more than two 
hundred original documents of the Clyde Sawmilling Company by their custodian, 
Ann McMillan, and family historian, John Ayres, to whom I owe a debt beyond 
repayment.  Nancy Langston has referred to environmental history’s “tripartite 
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connections between the realms of economy, ecology and culture”103, and because of 
these essential connections, a broad range of sources from ecological science, 
historical ecology, economic history, and social history have also been consulted to 
provide context to the primary sources which underpin the thesis.   
This thesis has been constructed with a series of four case studies at its heart which 
cover different areas of the south coast, and different periods of the two hundred years 
under examination, each tracing developments in sawmilling and logging technology, 
and placing the industry within its political, economic, and social context. 
Chapter Two presents an historical perspective of settler attitudes to the forests from 
the time of European settlement up to the present day. It sets the environmental, 
social and political framework for the case studies. 
Chapter Three, the first of the case studies, examines the cedar trade in the 
Shoalhaven and Kiama areas between 1811 and 1830 (between Nowra and Kiama, as 
shown in Figure 1.1), when the cedar was cut out and the trade moved on to the 
northern rivers.  It was a time when the wealthy emancipist merchant class was 
emerging in Sydney, and ticket of leave convicts who had learned their trade at 
government sawing establishments took up successful trades as cedar getters. It was 
also a time of pitsaws, bullock drays and tiny overloaded ketches, powered by human 
and animal muscle, wind and tide.  This chapter takes advantage of advances in our 
understanding of red cedar ecology, and information newly available to us through 
digitisation, to expand our knowledge of the early cedar trade.  
Chapter Four documents the activities of the Sydney timber merchant firm, Goodlet 
and Smith Limited, on the south coast over the forty years from 1860 to 1900 as their 
operations moved from Huskisson down the coast to near Batemans Bay; an early 
example of corporate exploitation of the coastal forest resources. These activities are 
set against the economic and social context of post goldrush prosperity and the 1890s 
 
103 Nancy Langston, “Reflections: on teaching world forest history,” Environmental History, 10, no. 1 (2005): 21. 
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depression. This chapter marks the arrival of steam power in the south coast forest 
industry, with the establishment of the first steam sawmills and the introduction of 
steam powered log punts, which enabled intensification of harvesting and timber 
processing. 
Chapter Five is focused on three different aspects of the forest industry in the Clyde 
River area around present day Batemans Bay. This chapter is set against the same 
economic and social context of post goldrush prosperity and the 1890s depression as 
Chapter Four, but chronicles different responses to this context.  It describes the rise 
and fall of Nelligen as a river port and sawmilling community between 1850 and 1880, 
mirroring the decline of goldmining in the interior and the development of Batemans 
Bay as the regional port and settlement, and the development of sawmilling and 
shipbuilding in Batemans Bay at the mouth of the Clyde up to and beyond the turn of 
the century by the entrepreneurial Francis Guy and his family. It concludes with the 
brief history of Tomakin as a sawmilling centre, until its forests were exhausted by 
intensive harvesting to meet the demands of construction of the Bungendore to 
Michelago railway in the 1880s.   
Chapter Six, the final case study, traces the story of a family firm, Clyde Sawmilling 
Company Limited, from its beginnings in the 1880s to the sale of its last south coast 
sawmill in 1976.  Its story traces the effects of changes in technology on the south 
coast industry and its environment, and places it within its social, economic and 
political context. 
Chapter Seven brings the history of the south coast forest industry up to the present 
day and traces how regulatory frameworks and changes in technology have impacted 





 A HISTORY OF SETTLER ATTITUDES TO FORESTS 
 
Logging was the very first European interaction with the environment in the new 
colony of New South Wales.  When the First Fleet arrived and anchored in Botany Bay, 
Governor Phillip deemed it unsuitable for settlement and the fleet waited there while 
he explored Port Jackson.  It was only for three days but before the governor returned, 
several trees had been cut down and a saw pit had been dug, in preparation for 
disembarking104.  The fleet moved to Port Jackson, and on the day of landing, 26 
January 1788, orders were given to dig fresh pits, to meet the urgent need for sawn 
timber to construct shelter, storehouses and a hospital for the colonists105. 
The haste with which those first trees were felled in the new colony demonstrated the 
desperate need of the new settlers for shelter and it underlined the total dependence 
of the eighteenth century organic economy on wood for raw materials and heat 
energy106.  Wrigley defined the organic economy as one “bounded by the productivity 
of the land,” in which heat energy was obtained from burning wood, and mechanical 
energy from either wind, water, or human or animal muscle107.     
The total dependence of European society of the period on wood is graphically 
demonstrated by a German observer in 1682: 
Were we not to have wood, then we would have no fire, then would we 
have to eat all meals raw and freeze in winter, we would have no houses, 
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would also have no lime or bricks, no glass, no metal, we would have 
neither table nor doors, neither stools or other furnishings108. 
 
In its early years, New South Wales was by Wrigley’s definition an organic economy 
reliant on wood for most of their heating, cooking, transport and construction needs. 
John Dargavel has set out in detail the vital importance of wood for the colony: 
It was the major raw material for building and for constructing bridges and 
wharves.  Ships were made of wood; carts and carriages were made of 
wood.  Of course iron was used too, but iron rims bound wooden wheels … 
Wood was the major fuel.  It warmed the hearths, cooked the food, fired 
the bakers’ ovens, fuelled the brick kilns, and when eventually steam 
engines came it raised their steam.  Wooden barrels brought the rum, held 
the beer and carried the whale oil away.  Wooden boxes packaged jams and 
fruit and vegetables.  On the farms wood provided fencing, gates, yards, 
huts, sheds, bridges and slab roads109.   
Michael Williams made a similar observation about the importance of wood for the 
United States, “a society pervasively conditioned by wood”110.  He also noted its 
continuing importance for household fuel in the United States well into the twentieth 
century; in the 1880s wood cooked the meals and heated the homes in at least two 
thirds of the country and even in the 1920s one quarter of households relied on wood 
for their household fuel.  Australian households would have had a similar reliance on 
wood for heating and cooking, although by the 1920s piped town gas began to replace 
wood for cooking in some metropolitan areas. 
It was a similar story in New Zealand. Graeme Wynn described how “[N]ineteenth 
century New Zealand was a wooden world.  Its citizens’ very existence rested upon the 
forest’s bounty”111. 
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It was by necessity that the new colonists at Sydney Cove saw the forests first and 
foremost as a basic resource.  Governor Phillip tellingly referred to the trees as 
‘timber’: “[T]he timber of the site is well described in Captain Cook’s voyage … The 
timber which in its growth resembles the fir tree”112. 
 
“The Invaders Hated Trees” 
The eminent historian, W. Keith Hancock, famously wrote in the context of early 
Australian history that “the invaders hated trees”113. This hatred was shared with the 
other Anglo colonies of settlement of Canada, United States, Australia and New 
Zealand, as documented by a 1799 account of travels through North America:  the 
settlers “have an unconquerable aversion to trees and whenever a settlement is made 
they cut away all before them without mercy, not one is spared”114.  In Australia, 
another traveller from England observed that “While money is to be made, trees will 
never in Australia be spared for mere ornaments” 115.  Williams estimated that in the 
United States, over 46 million hectares were cleared before 1850, and in total about 
121.4 million hectares of forest by 1900116.  In Australia, it was estimated that by 1925, 
eleven million acres of forest remained of an original twenty five million acres117.   
 
112 Phillip to Sydney, Historical Records of Australia, 1, no. 1, 23.  The ‘timber’ resembling the fir tree was the casuarina, or 
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December 1925): 324-25. 
 
27  
In 1801, Governor Phillip established the Government Farm at Castle Hill, in the Blue 
Gum High Forest, “an immense wood, the trees of which were very high and large, and 
a considerable distance apart, with little under or brush wood”118.  The government’s 
attitudes to the forest are clear from the painting below which dates from 1806, just 
five years after the establishment of the farm.  It shows the farm buildings surrounded 
by stumps as far as the eye can see. 
Figure 2.1.  The Government Farm at Castle Hill 1806.  Copy of a painting by John Lewin in the Mitchell Library, 
sourced from Grace Karskens, The Colony:  A History of Early Sydney. 
Hancock and other commentators have ascribed the wholesale destruction of 
Australia’s forests to the settlers’ hatred of the trees, but it can be argued that it 
stemmed more from necessity.  As Williams has noted, “the primary reasons for forest 
destruction has always been the creation of new land in order to grow food”119.  
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Similarly, Geoffrey Bolton contended that “[T]o most settlers the trees were simply a 
nuisance to be cleared to make room for building or farming”120.  John Lewin’s painting 
of Castle Hill Government Farm amply illustrates these attitudes. 
The colonial attitudes and priorities concerning the forests are well illustrated by the 
report of Surveyor General John Oxley, after surveying the lush rainforests which in 
1829 surrounded Kiama and its environs: 
The fertility of the soil and the advantages of water carriage render the 
lands on which the cedar grows peculiarly well adapted to cultivation by 
small settlers and the industrious would be certain of receiving an ample 
return for the labour employed in the clearing and cultivating after the 
cedar is removed; the quantity of such land thus disposable is fully 
sufficient for 300 families, each receiving from 70 to 30 acres.121 
 
As settlement spread across the colony during the nineteenth century, the destruction 
of the forest continued apace.  In 1881, according to Charles Moore, Director of the 
Sydney Botanical Gardens, the coastal rainforests had been almost entirely destroyed 
since 1850, as well as millions of hectares of open forest destroyed during the same 
period122. 
The Robertson Land Acts had been introduced in 1861 to encourage small settlers on 
the land.  The Crown Lands Alienation Act provided that any person could select any 
block of Crown land, including leasehold land held by squatters, of forty to 320 acres 
at a fixed price of one pound per acre.  A deposit of five shillings per acre was required 
at the time of purchase.  As a condition of purchase, selectors were required to live on 
their land for three years, and during those three years to make improvements, 
including land clearing, to their property. Their progress was regularly checked by 
government surveyors.  Consequently, there was a marked increase in the rate of land 
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clearing across the colony, as selectors worked to establish pasture and cropland to 
meet the conditions of their purchase.  One of the regions particularly affected was the 
Big Scrub on the Richmond River.  The timber getters who had worked the Big Scrub 
in the 1840s and 1850s had worked through the rainforest picking high value trees one 
by one and did little large scale clearing123.  The pastoralists had avoided the thick 
brush.  Under the Land Acts, the Big Scrub was cleared rapidly as selectors took up the 
rich fertile land for intensive agriculture. 
Ringbarking 
The practice of ringbarking became widespread on grazing properties in the 1860s.  It 
had been known as a method of land clearing, along with stump felling, by at least 
1826, but it was beyond the means of all but the wealthiest graziers124.   As early as the 
1820s John Dickson, the mill owner, who owned extensive estates around southwest 
Sydney at Camden, Narellan, Cobbity, Cabramatta and Bringelly, had ringbarked 
many thousands of acres, and later carried out extensive ringbarking on his estates in 
the Goulburn district.  He discovered that after ringbarking, the land would carry four 
or five times the number of stock; he tried to promote the practice, but his 
contemporaries ridiculed the idea and he was looked upon as a lunatic for his 
advocacy125. 
Thomas Hungerford revived the practice in 1860 on his property in the Upper Hunter. 
He is widely but erroneously regarded as the first to implement ringbarking on a large 
scale to promote grass production for stock. As Brett Stubbs observes, the early lack of 
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enthusiasm faced by John Dickson probably explains the later attribution of its 
introduction to Thomas Hungerford126. The practice quickly became widespread127. 
In 1873 William Farrer, the leading agricultural scientist, also advocated ringbarking to 
combat the footrot and liver fluke that was sweeping through the high country flocks 
of New South Wales and Victoria as a result of higher than usual rainfall in the early 
1870s128.  An 1880 article in The Australian Town and Country Journal claimed that with 
ringbarking “pasturage is increased tenfold, and becomes far sweeter than when 
shaded by trees”129.  By 1881, it was claimed that “in most of the unsettled districts, and 
in some of the settled districts, three fourths of the country had already been 
ringbarked “130.  While William Abbott, a prominent pastoralist of the time, 
acknowledged the concerns of “all the lovers of fine scenery” he considered that the 
widespread use of the practice was evidence of the advantages for landowners, and his 
view was that “up to the present time no ill effects have been found to follow from it”131.  
One pastoralist commented that “ordinary trees are but gigantic weeds, choking the 
land and thus detracting from its value by preventing the growth of grass”132.  Chinese 
contracting crews moved across the country, each ringbarking hundreds of acres each 
day133.  
A.G. Hamilton estimated that by 1890 9.9 million hectares of New South Wales forests 
had been cleared in total, with all but one million hectares ringbarked134.  By 1901, Sir 
 
126 Brett J. Stubbs, “Land Improvement or Institutionalised Destruction?  The Ringbarking Controversy, 1879-1884, and the 
Emergence of a Conservation Ethic in New South Wales,” Environment and History 4, no.2 (1998): 153. 
127 William E. Abbott, “Ringbarking and its Effects” [read before the Royal Society of N.S.W., 7 July, 1880]  Proceedings of 
the Royal Society of New South Wales, 14 (1880): 97. 
128 Joseph Michael Powell, Environmental Management in Australia, 1788-1914. Guardians, Improvers and Profit:  An 
IIntroductory Survey.  (Melbourne: Oxford University Press, 1976), 89. 
129  Australian Town and Country Journal, 17 July 1880, 18. 
130 William Lyne, a member of the New South Wales Legislative Assembly, cited by Brett J. Stubbs, “Land Improvement or 
Institutionalised Destruction?,” 153. 
131 Abbott, “Ringbarking,” 97. 
132 Brett J. Stubbs, “Land Improvement or Institutionalised Destruction,” 153. 
133 Tim Bonyhady, The Colonial Earth (Carlton South:  Melbourne University Press, 2000), 178; Barry McGowan, “On Both 
Sides of the Snowy Mountains:  The Tumut and Adaminaby Chinese and the Patrick White Connection,” Chinese 
Southern Diaspora Studies, 7 (2015),  112. 
134 A. G. Hamilton, “On the Effect which Settlement in Australia has Produced upon Indigenous Vegetation” [read before 
the Royal Society of N.S. Wales, September 7, 1892], Journal of the Proceedings of the Royal Society of New South 
Wales, 1892, xxvi, 180. 
 
31  
Timothy Coghlan described the country around Goulburn as “a magnificent tract of 
ringbarked country, where the grey and naked trees stand on the green plain like an 
army of menacing skeletons”135. 
Robert Kaleski in 1925 described how when the pastoralist found that by killing the 
trees, more grass could be grown, then “verily, destruction unheeded swept the 
land”136.  A great proportion of the forest and woodland disappeared, particularly on 
the tablelands and in the western districts as the pastoralists expanded and improved 
their holdings in the investment boom of the 1870s and 1880s.   
Dorothea Mackellar: “The stark white ringbarked forests, All tragic to the 
moon,” My Country, 1908137. 
 
Figure 2.2:  View of Leongatha with ringbarked trees  Leongatha Vic 1914.  From the collections of the State Library of 
New South Wales, file number FL 1664022. 
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In Victoria the devastation was little different to New South Wales.  Tim Bonyhady 
quotes a French colonist who found “immense” tracts of forest where “not a leaf or a 
piece of living bark” was “to be seen on the trees”, when he visited the Victorian side of 
the Murray River138. 
During the late 1870s concerns arose about interactions between the ringbarking 
activities of pastoral lessees and free selectors under the Crown Lands Alienation Act 
1861.  A series of amendments to the Lands Acts were introduced, intended to clarify 
the respective rights of lessees and selectors to existing improvements to land 
selected, but these were only partially successful.    A particularly difficult issue was 
whether ringbarking was classed as an improvement to land.  In March 1881 a 
magistrate in Wagga Wagga decided that ringbarking was an improvement under the 
amended Act, for which lessees could seek compensation.  He found further that 
compensation payments to the lessee should reflect the value of the improvements to 
the selector, and not the cost of the improvements to the lessee.  The magistrate’s 
decision was upheld on appeal to the Supreme Court139. 
Reports emerged of pastoral lessees putting on gangs of men to ringbark all the timber 
on their properties at a cost of 9d per acre, to claim 5s or more in compensation either 
for profit or to protect their land from selection by putting it out of financial reach of 
selectors.  The Government became concerned that these activities were being 
undertaken in order to discourage free selection and to defeat the purposes of the 
Lands Acts of 1861, and introduced a further amendment into Parliament on 3 August 
1881, the Ringbarking on Crown Lands Regulation Bill (no.2).  The bill provided that 
first, ringbarking should not be allowed on Crown lands without permission; second, 
that ringbarking was an improvement and those who carried out ringbarking should 
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be entitled to compensation; but third, that compensation should be limited to the 
actual cost of the work140. 
The bill was passed and became law on 24 November 1881.   The Lands Acts Amendment Act 
1875 had provided that permission was required for any ringbarking activities on crown lands, 
and the Ringbarking on Crown Lands Regulation Act 1881 reiterated that requirement, but 
there were no constraints on ringbarking on private land.  In any case, the provisions for 
crown land do not appear to have been very effective.  In the two years up to March 1881 
permission was granted to ringbark an area of almost one million acres across New South 
Wales.  In the three years after the passing of the 1881 Act before the introduction of the 
Crown Lands Act in 1884, permission was granted to ringbark 3.9 million acres on pastoral 
leases141.  Under the Crown Lands Act, Local Land Boards, under the aegis of the Department 
of Lands, assumed responsibility for approving permits for ringbarking, and between 1885 
and 1899 they approved a total of 12.5 million acres, over 55,000 square kilometres, for 
ringbarking142. 
 The bill was only passed after extended debate in the Legislative Assembly that was “strongly 
polarised and frequently acrimonious … divided along class lines … between squatter and 
selector”143.  Brett Stubbs has analysed the extensive debates for the picture they give of 
attitudes of the time to forests and forest clearing.  He has identified signs of an inchoate 
environmental ethic in the parliamentary minority view that ringbarking was harmful and 
should be discouraged, and noted that those with the minority view were influenced 
particularly by the recent writings of the Rev. W. B. Clarke and Hugh Cleghorn144. 
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Emerging Conservation Ethics in Australia and the United States 
The Rev. William Branwhite Clarke was President of the Royal Society of New South 
Wales.  In 1876 his article “Effects of Forest Vegetation on Climate” was published in 
the Society’s journal.  He was very critical of the practice of ringbarking: 
It is a questionable policy that some of such clearings should have been 
permitted, and till the “woods and forests” have been taken under the 
protection of Government, many a district of rich timber will continue to 
be foolishly destroyed, and many a scene of sylvan beauty will be 
desecrated145. 
 
Hugh Cleghorn was the author of the entry on “Forestry” in the Ninth Edition of 
Encyclopedia Britannica, published in 1879, which had likely only recently reached the 
colony at the time of the parliamentary debates.  In his entry he cited forestry 
principles developed in British India, the recognised leading forest authority in the 
Empire.  These principles noted the continuing “almost uncontrolled destruction of 
the indigenous forests” across the globe, and the “duty to prevent the excessive waste 
of wood, the timbers useful for building and manufactures being reserved and 
husbanded”146.  Dr Cleghorn was the former Inspector General of Forests in British 
India and one of the leading proponents of forest conservancy in the British Empire147, 
so his views carried a great deal of weight in New South Wales.   
Both of these spokesmen for forest conservation took essentially an anthropocentric, 
utilitarian view.  Clarke subscribed strongly to the contemporary view that forests 
were beneficial for climate by increasing rainfall and moderating temperature, and 
they both strongly decried the waste of timber that would be useful for construction 
and manufacturing. 
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Another emerging voice for forest conservation in the colony was William Woolls, a 
botanist, teacher and clergyman who had been awarded a PhD of the University of 
Göttingen in 1871 for his dissertation on the botany of the Parramatta region.  His 
monograph Lectures on the Vegetable Kingdom, with Special Reference to the Flora of 
Australia, published in 1879, is likely to have influenced the minority conservation 
view in the forest debates148. He stated his belief that “many will yet live to mourn over 
the indiscriminate destruction of our Eucalypti by the murderous process of 
ringbarking”149.  However like W. B. Clarke, his views were framed by anthropocentric 
utilitarianism; he added that “[I]f the ringing were confined simply to scrubby species, 
little need be said, but when fine ironbark and other useful kinds are destroyed, one 
cannot speak too strongly on the subject”150. 
The incipient movement toward an environmental ethic (although that may be too 
strong a construction to place on emerging utilitarian views of forest conservation), 
identified by Stubbs in the New South Wales parliamentary debates of 1881, had been 
evident in Victoria over a decade earlier when moves toward forest conservation 
emerged following the arrival in the colony of George Perkins Marsh’s Man and 
Nature, published in the United States in 1864.  Joseph Powell noted its importance: “it 
soon provided the substance of leading articles and editorials, [and] was regularly 
quoted and plagiarised in parliamentary debates and reports”151.  Powell noted its 
importance ‘in Australia’, but the evidence he cites is largely from Victorian sources.  
Clement Hodgkinson, Assistant Commissioner of Lands in Victoria, was one of the 
authors of a report prepared for the Victorian Government in 1865, “the Advisableness 
of Establishing State Forests” which leaned heavily on Man and Nature152 and after its 
publication he set about creating state forests, to be a permanent part of the public 
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estate, and timber reserves to provide timber supplies for miners and settlers153.  In 
response, The Australasian, a Melbourne newspaper, proudly announced on 
1 September 1866 that “We have passed the pioneer period when aesthetic 
considerations had no weight.  The importance of trees, both in the utilitarian and 
aesthetic sense, is now as fully recognised here as in Europe.”154  In light of the just 
developing practice of ringbarking which was to lay waste to Victoria’s forests and 
woodlands, this assertion was overly optimistic. 
Baron Ferdinand von Mueller, Director of the Melbourne Botanic Gardens, set out his 
credo for forest management in a lecture delivered in 1871: 
I regard the forest as an heritage given to us by nature, not for spoil or to 
devastate, but to be wisely used, reverently honoured, and carefully 
maintained.  I regard the forests as a gift, intrusted to any of us only for 
transient care during a short space of time, to be surrendered to posterity 
again as an unimpaired property, with increased riches and augmented 
blessings, to pass as a sacred patrimony from generation to generation155. 
 
Von Mueller’s credo reflected the “wise use” thinking being developed in European 
and Indian forestry of the time.  It reflected an attitude of careful utilitarianism, but 
anthropocentric utilitarianism nevertheless.  It is probably relevant that von Mueller 
was strongly opposed to Darwin’s theory of evolution, “clinging tenaciously to his 
Lutheran convictions and his belief in the fixity of species”156. 
Elwyn Watkins analysed attitudes to nature in the Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, 
as displayed in their monthly journal, the Victorian Naturalist, over almost a hundred 
years from the journal’s inception in 1884 to 1982.  His findings tally with the attitudes 
evident in the writings of Clarke, Cleghorn, Woolls and von Mueller quoted here.  He 
found a central theme of domination of nature emerging, changing slowly from 
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exploitation to stewardship157. Between 1884 and 1934, most articles appearing in the 
journal registered exploitation of the land as a worthwhile goal: only 20 per cent of 
articles emphasised other goals.  Exploitation was justified for economic gain and for 
the members’ intellectual pursuits, for example the right to collect specimens158.  It was 
not until 1944 that some change in attitude was evident in the published articles in the 
Victorian Naturalist.  Articles accepting of human exploitation of nature declined, and 
the concept of stewardship, of human responsibility for nature, became more 
frequent; until the 1960s there was an even split between the exploitation and 
stewardship, and by 1974 stewardship had become the dominant attitude reflected in 
the published articles159.  Although attitudes had shifted to accept that humans have a 
responsibility toward nature, they retained the anthropocentric view evident at the 
time of the ringbarking debate. 
Watkins’ analysis of trends in the attitudes toward nature reflected in the Victorian 
Naturalist over such a long period, provide a useful indication of the thinking in the 
wider conservation minded community, and a general acceptance of exploitation of 
the land and its resources. 
Tim Bonyhady has written of the artists and writers who appreciated and sought to 
conserve the Australian landscape160, and Warwick Frost has studied some individual 
farmers who appreciated the rainforests and tried to preserve them161, but these 
individuals were in the minority.  As Thomas Dunlap has pointed out: 
national attitudes are a matter of statistics.  Each Anglo society had the full 
range of ideas and attitudes, but in different proportions.  There may, for 
example, have been some late nineteenth century Australian seeking 
transcendence in the bush with the same fervour with which John Muir 
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sought it in the Sierra, but Muir had many followers and our hypothetical 
Australian none162. 
 
The United States Concept of Wilderness  
An environmental ethic was also developing in the United States in the late 
nineteenth century but differently to Australia as Dunlap indicates, reflecting the two 
Anglo colonies’ different origins and settler culture.  An ethos developed in the United 
States built around a concept of wilderness, a word that, like nature, represents a 
complex cultural construct, but a construct that is specific to North America and to 
the United States in particular. 
The English word ‘wilderness’ is thought to derive from waeld, the Old English word 
for forest163, similarly to the relation of the German word Wildnis to the word Wald for 
forest164.  In Middle Ages England and Germany, ‘wilderness’ and ‘Wildnis’ represented 
dense forest, the home of evil spirits, where wild animals roamed.  The Puritans took 
this view, still prevailing in the seventeenth century at the time of their migration, to 
the New World.  Their Calvinist church taught that it was the duty of all settlers to 
clear the dangerous and evil wilderness, not only to rid themselves of evil, but also in 
accordance with God’s biblical injunction to man to ‘be fruitful, and multiply, and 
replenish the earth, and subdue it’165. 
As the forests were tamed for settlements and agriculture, the settlers’ focus turned to 
the beauty of wilderness, God’s unspoilt and innocent creation, compared to the 
innately sinful and depraved nature of man166.  The legacy of this Calvinist dichotomy 
between sinful man and pure innocent nature has remained a factor in American 
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environmentalism.  Nature is assumed to be stable, balanced, homeostatic, self
healing, purifying and benign, while modern humanity, in contrast, is assumed to be 
environmentally unstable, unbalanced, disequilibrating, self wounding, corrupting 
and malign167. 
The transcendentalist movement, an American expression of eighteenth century 
European romanticism, was centred on a small group of writers and philosophers in 
Concord, a village outside Boston, that included Ralph Waldo Emerson and Henry 
David Thoreau.  For the transcendentalists, the landscape was “God’s second book”168.  
“Transcendent” reality was a deeper reality free of human beliefs and values, that 
could only be understood through intuition and imagination; wilderness was thought 
to be the purest example of God’s creation169. 
Transcendentalism never seriously challenged the dominant settler society attitudes of 
the time, as Williams has made clear170.  Its importance as a movement came about 
because of its most famous convert, John Muir, whose views continued to influence 
popular attitudes to wilderness and drive public conservation policies in the United 
States throughout the twentieth century. 
John Muir was raised in a strict Calvinist family, but introduced to transcendentalism 
during his time at university.  He described nature as a “window opening into Heaven, 
a mirror reflecting the Creator”171.  After leaving university he went on long solitary 
expeditions through the “wilderness,” areas where Europeans had not settled.  In his 
later years he published the journals and essays he had written during this time; with 
his intensity and enthusiasm “as a publiciser of the American wilderness Muir had no 
equal”172.  In 1892 he founded the Sierra Club and led it until just before his death in 
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1914.  From the first, the club was working actively to promote the creation of national 
parks and protection of the Californian sequoia forests. 
 
Forest Management Reform in New South Wales 
There was no John Muir to publicise the wilderness or to protect the forests in New 
South Wales, but disquiet was beginning to surface over the destruction of the forests 
by ringbarking and also by breaking up forest land into small blocks for conditional 
purchase and clearing by selectors.  
The Chief Inspector of Agriculture in New South Wales, Walter S. Campbell, in his 
1900 annual report to the departmental head, was emphatic: 
I beg once again [my emphasis] to invite particular attention to the wanton 
destruction of timber and shrubby vegetation throughout the colony, 
especially in the western districts.  …  I have been most strongly advocating 
for years, officially and otherwise, the urgent need that action should be 
taken to compel owners and lessees of land to retain a percentage of forest 
to clearings made173. 
In the same year Alexander Kethel M.L.A. proposed a resolution in the Legislative 
Council of New South Wales for the reform of forest management.  Alexander Kethel 
had an earlier career as a sawmiller and timber merchant before he entered parliament 
and had long pursued an interest in forest conservation.  He noted the “utterly 
disorganised and demoralised condition of the Forestry Branch of the public service”174 
which had been for most of its existence since 1876 handballed between the Lands 
Department and Department of Mines.  When Sir Henry Parkes came to the 
premiership, advised by Alexander Kethel, he organised a Forestry branch within his 
own Colonial Secretary’s department in 1889, and brought John Ednie Brown, then 
conservator of forests in South Australia, across to head up the department.  J. Ednie 
Brown was at the time “deemed the best forester, and the most accomplished and 
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practical man for the purpose in Australia”175.  However, after Sir Henry Parkes retired 
in 1892 his successors dismissed Ednie Brown176, dismantled the branch and sent it 
back to the Department of Mines.  This was at the height of the depression, and the 
government claimed budgetary pressures.  In October 1897 it was returned to the 
Lands Department. By 1900, all forest inspectors and rangers were placed under the 
immediate control of the chairmen of local land boards and given responsibility for 
also inspecting conditional purchases177.  Kethel gave an example, very relevant for this 
thesis, of the forest ranger whose district extended from Shoalhaven River to the 
boundary of Victoria, and from the Pacific Ocean to beyond Goulburn.  Across this 
tract of country he had to inspect conditional purchases and also attend to his duties 
as forest ranger178. 
Alexander Kethel proposed a detailed program of administrative reform for New South 
Wales forests, the main features of which were first, permanent dedication of all forest 
reserves to end the practice of making reserves available for conditional purchase; 
second, an increase in the area of forest reserves to 5 per cent of New South Wales 
land; and third, removal of the forests from the control of the Lands Department, and 
the appointment of an independent commission to take charge, similarly to the 
Railway Commissioners.  He also recommended the appointment of a skilled 
superintendent, and the establishment of forestry schools. 
Some interesting insights into attitudes to ringbarking still current in 1900 can be 
gained from the associated debate.  Some members drew attention to the damage 
done by the extent of ringbarking across the country, although they all clearly 
distinguished between the benefits of ringbarking “worthless” timber and the harm 
caused by destroying “useful” timber.  These comments were roundly rejected by 
Francis B. Suttor, a pastoralist and senior member of the Legislative Council: 
 
175 Ibid. 
176 Who went on to a long successful career as conservator of forests in Western Australia. 
177 Evening News, 15 February 1902, 11. 
178 Alexander Kethel, “Hansard,” 2458. 
 
42  
There is no doubt that ringbarking the country where timber is of no value 
has enormously increased the wealth of the persons occupying the land.  …  
in many districts, especially where the timber killed was white box, not 
only has ringbarking enormously increased the grazing capabilities of the 
land but … it has produced quite a permanent water supply179. 
 
While Suttor thought it lamentable that “magnificent trees, with enormous quantities 
of good timber in them” were being ringbarked, he considered that the Government did 
not “have power to do anything in regard to that at present”180.  With respect to reform 
of forest management, he was focussed on ways and means of afforestation and 
reforestation, and of increasing revenue, rather than of conserving the native forests. 
Kethel’s view of forest management accorded with the “wise use” credo of European and 
Empire forestry of the time: 
Our forests should not be worked for the highest immediate return but for a 
continuous and permanently sustained yield; [they] should be looked on and 
safeguarded as a valuable state asset, … as a trust to be cared for and handed 
down to future generations181. 
 
His resolution was warmly received and supported by the Legislative Council, and he 
received assurances that action would be taken shortly by the relevant ministers. 
Various conferences and deputations to the ministers ensued which were received by 
assurances of action to improve the management of the Forestry Branch. A Forestry 
Bill reached second reading stage in September 1903182, but in December it was 
reported that “Time did not permit of the passage of the Forestry Bill”183.   
During James Ashton’s time as Minister for Lands (1904 to 1907), government policy 
was that any land suitable for settlement held in forest reserves should be excised and 
made available for conditional purchase.  The local land boards, which had no forestry 
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representatives or advice, were responsible for reporting on the forest reserves and 
their suitability for settlement.   
In 1905 Kethel returned to the topic of forestry in the Legislative Council.  He noted 
that five years before his proposals had been agreed with by the House, and the 
Government of the day promised that legislation would be introduced; since then bills 
had been prepared by Ministers for Lands, but “all have been rank failures”184.  He 
attributed this to the indifference of government officials. 
In June 1907 a Royal Commission of Inquiry on Forests began, chaired by Kethel.  The 
Commission toured the state, took evidence from extensive hearings, and consulted 
widely.  In December 1907 they issued an interim report and in October 1908 their 
final report.  The final report noted the history of administrative handball the forestry 
function had been subjected to, and that 
The protection of the forest domain appears to have been nearly always 
subordinated to the policy of settlement.  No matter how poor a tract of 
land might be in the quality of its soil, or how good the timber, the latter 
consideration apparently weighed but little if settlers fixed a covetous eye 
on it and pressed for its alienation.  It is not surprising, therefore, that the 
neglect to discriminate between land fit chiefly for forest and land fit for 
successful settlement has resulted in the State losing vast areas which at the 
time of alienation bore first class hardwoods and pine, as well as in many 
instances cedar and other brushwoods of great value185. 
They found that the current laws relating to forestry “embodied no aim for the 
maintenance of forests in perpetuity or for their treatment on scientific or systematic 
lines, nor did they include any policy of conservation or reproduction”186. 
The Royal Commission recommended the framing and passing of a Forestry Act; 
removal of control of the forest reserves from the Department of Lands; the 
appointment of an independent Commission to manage the forests; the appointment 
 
184 Hansard, Legislative Council of New South Wales, 19 October 1905, 3011. 
185 Royal Commission of Inquiry on Forestry:  Final Report of the Commissioners, part 1 (Sydney:  William Applegate Gullick, 




of a Conservator of Forests; and the establishment of a program of education in 
forestry science. 
In response, the Government passed the Forestry Act 1909, which fell far short of the 
Royal Commission’s recommendations in several important respects.  The forestry 
function was moved from Lands, but to Agriculture as a sub department, with a 
Director of Forestry rather than a Conservator head of department, and the Lands 
Department retained some control of the alienation of forest land, as leasing of forest 
land remained under the Crown Lands Act187.  Richard Dalrymple Hay, who had first 
joined the branch in 1895 as Senior Clerk and became Officer in Charge in 1897 when 
the branch was moved to the Lands Department for a final time, became the Director 
of Forests.    
The Forestry Act 1916 addressed the shortcomings of the 1909 Act which it repealed.  
The independent Forestry Commission took control of forest management, and 
Dalrymple Hay was appointed the first Commissioner.  Importantly, the Act provided 
that a state forest dedicated under the Act could be altered or revoked only under the 
Act, and revocation of a forest reserve required the recommendation of the Minister 
and concurrence of the Secretary of Lands188. 
The long struggle in New South Wales to protect the forest reserves from ringbarking 
and clearing and to implement contemporary practices of utilitarian “wise use” in New 
South Wales forest management contrasted strongly with the United States, where the 
opposition to the “wise use” conservationists came, not from the settlers who opposed 
restrictions on their freedom to clear and ringbark forests, but from the 
“preservationists” inspired and led by John Muir, who wanted the forests preserved in 
national parks.  The catalyst for this opposition was a proposal to dam the Hetch 
Hetchy valley in Yosemite National Park.   
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The United States federal government had had a history of supporting forest 
conservation and forest education since the 1880s, and in 1905 President Roosevelt 
established the US Forestry Service, with Gifford Pinchot as Chief Forester.  In the 
same year San Francisco City asked the Department of the Interior for permission to 
dam the Hetch Hetchy valley as a reservoir for a future water supply.  Gifford Pinchot, 
as Chief Forester, and the Secretary for the Interior both endorsed the proposal, which 
was widely supported by the public in California, but strenuously opposed by John 
Muir and his allies.  The dam was finally built after Congress confirmed the grant of 
Hetch Hetchy to San Francisco in 1913, but the battlelines between the utilitarians or 
wise use conservationists, and the preservationists, were drawn.  The United States 
environmental movement has been characterised as “the continuing struggle between 
the ghosts of Gifford Pinchot and John Muir”189, and the roots of that struggle are in 
the Hetch Hetchy Valley Dam. 
The American Wilderness Society was established in 1935 by a group of (mostly) 
foresters.  Its essentially anthropocentric view of wilderness was encapsulated by one 
of its founders, who defined wilderness as “a region which contains no permanent 
inhabitants, possesses no possibility of conveyance by any mechanical means, and is 
sufficiently spacious that a person in crossing it must have the experience of sleeping 
out”190.  His concern about the possibility of conveyance by mechanical means referred 
specifically to the Model T Ford which made motor cars affordable for the ordinary 
American family for the first time.  Federal investment during the depression era New 
Deal focussed on increasing access to public lands for motorised recreation191. 
The Wilderness Act came into force in the United States in 1964.  It included a 
definition of wilderness that has been widely accepted in the United States:  “a 
wilderness, in contrast with those areas where man and his own works dominate the 
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landscape, is hereby recognised as an area where the earth and its community of life 
are untrammelled by man, where man is a visitor who does not remain”192. 
Preservation efforts developed very differently in Australia, reflecting a different 
cultural and settlement background to the United States. The first reserve set aside in 
Australia was the Jenolan Caves in New South Wales, an area of 5,000 acres, in 1866. 
The anthropocentric aim of its reservation was to protect the caves as “a source of 
delight and instruction to succeeding generations and excite the admiration of tourists 
from all parts of the world”193.  In 1879, Royal National Park just south of Sydney was 
proclaimed194, and set aside as a pleasure ground for the people of Sydney rather than 
as a wilderness reserve.  Parliamentary debates of the time make that clear.  The 
proposed Park was criticised in the Legislative Assembly on the grounds that the area 
was a wilderness; in defending the proposal, Sir Henry Parkes agreed that “certainly it 
ought not to remain a wilderness with no effort whatever to improve it”195. 
Bushwalking became a popular pastime early in the twentieth century in Australia and 
became the driving force behind the conservation movement.  In the 1920s and 1930s 
the pastime became very popular, and similarly to their counterparts in the United 
States, bushwalking organisations in Australia became concerned that increased car 
ownership and expansion of the road network were changing the nature of much of 
the bush. 
Myles Dunphy was a key figure in the New South Wales bushwalking movement.  
Similarly to Marshall in the United States, he defined wilderness in terms of 
roadlessness:  somewhere “that one may be able to travel on foot in any direction for 
at least a full day without meeting a road or a highway”196.  Dunphy campaigned for the 
listing of Kosciusko State Park in 1944, but he very much opposed proposals by 
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scientific interests for parts of the park to be kept for scientific research, excluding all 
recreational use including his “people of the little tents”197. 
This Australian idea of wilderness retained its anthropocentric, recreational and 
roadless view for most of the twentieth century.  At a National Wilderness Conference 
in 1977, the then Executive Director of the Australian Conservation Foundation said 
that 
It is obvious that the primary motivation for the movement for wilderness 
reserves has been the belief that the conservation device of the national park 
does not provide an adequate method for protecting the primitive conditions 
required by the hardy recreationist198. 
 
Another presenter at the conference defined wilderness as “land which is both in quite 
primitive or natural condition and which is remote from the man made and 
influenced world, in particular from any form of access facility such as a road or 
commonly used 4WD track”199.  He strongly disagreed that wilderness has intrinsic 
value and the right to be protected for its own sake. 
These views, as expressed in the 1970s, were in accordance with those held 
contemporaneously by members of the Field Naturalists’ Club of Victoria, as discussed 
earlier in this chapter, and are likely to represent generally, the views of Australian 
conservationists of the time. 
 
The Forestry Wars 
John Dargavel marked the turning point for the mobilisation of the modern 
environmental movement in Australia as the Tasmanian Hydro Electric Commission’s 
proposal to build the Serpentine Dam to flood Lake Pedder.  Protests by newly 
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mobilised environmental groups failed and the lake was flooded in 1972, an act that 
was proclaimed a global ecological tragedy by the International Union for the 
Conservation of Nature200.  Dargavel saw this event as “a turning point from the era of 
co existence of the national parks movement with conservation as wise use to the era 
of environmentalism; from gentlemanly persuasion to political activism”201, and indeed 
the Lake Pedder controversy marked the establishment of the world’s first “green” 
political party, the United Tasmania Group202.  This turning point was not confined to 
Australia. Libby Robin noted an “international shift in ecological consciousness” in the 
late 1960s and early 1970s; there was a growing dissatisfaction with utilitarian 
conservation203.   
The late 1960s which saw the start of the unsuccessful protests against the flooding of 
Lake Pedder, also marked the first stirrings of what later came to be known as the 
“Forestry Wars” in New South Wales204.  These wars were first initiated by large scale 
clearing by the Forestry Commission of New South Wales of native forests for pine 
plantations and pulpwood supply from the late 1960s onward205.   
The federal and state governments had become concerned about an emerging shortfall 
in the future supply of native timbers, owing to unsustainable levels of harvesting 
since World War II. In 1953 the Forestry Commission changed from allocating log 
supplies to sawmillers on an area basis, to allocating a specific volume of logs  the 
quota system still in place today.  The quotas were allocated based on log intakes in 
the preceding few years of postwar surging demand for timber rather than on 
sustained yield principles, and log harvests outstripped sustainable yield levels for 
many years206.  Domestic demand for timber continued to surge throughout the 1950s 
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and 1960s, well beyond the capacity of the forests207, and there were increasing 
concerns for future timber supplies. 
In 1964 the New South Wales Forestry Commission had announced a 25 50 year 
program to clear native bushland for an eventual 40,000 hectare softwood plantation 
in the Bombala area, and between 1967 and 1978 the Commonwealth Softwood 
Forestry Agreements Acts provided a series of loans to the States to fund expanded 
softwood plantings to meet a national target of 1.25 million hectares of softwood 
plantation resource208.  In response, the States doubled the rate at which they cleared 
native forest for pine plantations209. 
As the forest services had developed in Australia, they had followed the imperial 
model of forestry developed in India and Africa, which “rested on the reservation of 
state forests210, their protection and management by professional foresters in 
government forest services, and long term plans to sustain the yield of timber from 
each forest”211.  Australian foresters had all been trained in the principle of sustained 
yield, maximising wood production.  Under this model, the ultimate ideal, or ‘normal’, 
forest consisted of “pure, even aged, densely stocked stands, with each age class 
present in equiproductive areas, and distributed systematically”212.  By these standards, 
the New South Wales Forestry Commission considered the South Coast forests to be 
“degraded” and “depauperate,” and the old “unmerchantable” trees which had been 
rejected during harvesting “inhibited the regeneration of new trees and exacerbated 
the situation”213.   
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By 1971 Richard and Val Routley214 were protesting against the clearing of native forests 
for pine plantations; they argued that “pine plantations could and should be carried 
out on some of our uneconomic and heavily subsidised farmland”215.  The Routleys 
went on to spearhead the opposition to clearing the forests for plantations and 
pulpwood and their 1971 letter to the Canberra Times can be viewed as a first salvo in 
the “Forest Wars”. 
Around the same time that the Commonwealth provided funding to accelerate 
clearing for pine plantations, the New South Wales Forestry Commission signed an 
agreement with the Harris Daishowa consortium to supply 508,000 tonnes of 
pulpwood from public forests within an eighty kilometre radius of Eden each year for 
twenty years216.  The wood was to supply a new woodchip mill at Twofold Bay 
exporting its output to Japan for paper production217.  Tom Griffiths commented that 
“[T]his was imperial forestry indeed; local interests, indigenous timbers and natural 
flora and fauna were being sacrificed to overseas markets and exotic plantations”218. 
With the foresters’ view of the south coast forests mentioned above as “degraded” and 
“depauperate,” they welcomed the opportunity to clear fell, both for new pine 
plantations and for pulpwood; by their lights they were giving the bush the chance to 
regenerate, develop healthy new growth and increase wood production.   The 
foresters’ view was clearly set out by Thomas Grant in his 1989 history of New South 
Wales forestry: 
Many of our native forests contain a large percentage of trees that have 
little or no value for timber production and if only the trees of value are 
logged the forest gradually becomes less productive.  The useless trees need 
removal or ringbarking after logging so the forest is given a change to 
regenerate with young seedlings and regrowth.  A combination of logging 
and silvicultural treatment has rejuvenated many of our native forests and 
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made them more productive with increased values for watershed 
protection and recreation219. 
 
This statement is notable on a number of counts.  First, it was written in the late 
1980s, close to twenty years after protests about clearing native forests began.  Second, 
it defines “silvicultural treatment” as removal or ringbarking of “useless” trees, and 
third, it describes the values of rejuvenated native forests only in anthropocentric 
terms, benefits to humans. 
Logging started in 1969 and the chip mill started operations in November 1969.  The 
logging operations were hastily arranged, but the existing roading infrastructure in the 
south east forests was inadequate for large scale, year round harvesting.  Logging 
therefore focussed initially in the more accessible coastal forests where earlier logging 
operations for sawlogs had left some access roads for the contractors220.  The resulting 
scenes on and near the Princes Highway have been described by Les Carron as 
“cataclysmic”221, and by Dargavel et.al. as “crude, hideous and a ready target for the 
nascent environmental movement” with “drastic” environmental impacts222.  
The clearfelling operations, both for pine plantations and for pulpwood, removed the 
very old trees which the foresters considered were inhibiting regeneration and 
productivity, but which contained the tree hollows that provide critical habitat for 
Australia’s endemic arboreal wildlife, such as koalas, possums, gliders, birds and bats.  
Forestry training in Australia had not, until at least the 1970s, included the wider 
ecology of the forests, and foresters of the time lacked any knowledge of the arboreal 
wildlife that inhabited the native forests, or any understanding of the importance of 
the very old trees, with their hollows, as habitat for this wildlife223.  Their training 
focussed on the single objective of maximising wood production from the forest.  
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Routley and Routley first published The Fight for the Forests in 1973224, in which they 
were highly critical of “intensive forestry” and clearfelling for pine plantations and 
pulpwood.  They specifically excluded selective felling harvest methods:   
 Conservatively managed forests, using careful selection or small patch 
cutting over part of the areas, can retain their beauty, diversity and value for 
many non wood production purposes, and still provide reasonable 
quantities of wood225. 
 
Their detailed analysis of intensive forestry, its methods and approaches and the role of the 
New South Wales Forestry Commission and its foresters was forensic and brutal.  The forest 
services were described as “paternalistic, secretive from the public, tied to the interests of the 
wood industries, lacking relevant expertise in ecological matters, and not capable of giving 
proper weight to values other than wood production”226.   
Routley and Routley identified the conflict of values that lay at the heart of the dispute.  With 
their narrowly focussed training, foresters saw native forests as producers of wood, and their 
role as tending the forest to maximise its yield of wood product.  This “agronomic” model of 
forestry was likened by Aldo Leopold to growing “trees like cabbages, with cellulose as the 
basic forest commodity”227.  The newly awakened environmental movement saw the forests as 
having a range of values, particularly as habitat for native species, and especially the endemic 
Australian arboreal wildlife.  An ecocentric environmental ethic was emerging, enunciated in 
the 1940s by Leopold in his “land ethic,” which “simply enlarges the boundaries of the 
community to include soils, waters, plants, and animals”228.  When other elements of the biota 
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are acceded their own rights to exist in the land community, those rights are not tradable, 
and as Dargavel points out, are beyond the reach of normal ways of resolving conflicts229. 
It was the big old trees that represented the crux of the conflict: to the foresters they were 
simply unmerchantable old trees that inhibited regeneration and wood production, but to 
the environmental movement and later to the wider public they were irreplaceable habitat 
for native forest species. 
Australian forestry was by no means alone in this conflict:  Mauro Agnoletti has described 
how the emerging environmental movement launched a savage critique of the forestry 
profession and its institutions in many countries.  “The movement’s primary concern was the 
loss of habitat for wildlife, caused by the replacement of old growth forests by younger 
stands, or by plantations of single species” and clearfelling was a particular focus of 
criticism.230 
The forestry services reacted by identifying the problem as a basic lack of understanding of 
forest industries by the general public231, and implemented a public relations campaign.  As 
Routley and Routley noted, their reaction was not an “attempt to adjust to public opinion 
and values, but rather an attempt to adjust these values and opinions to actual forestry 
practices”232.  Forestry Commission practices did change, although very slowly233:  they began 
buying farmland for pine plantations, following practices implemented in South Australia 
and Victoria in the 1970s, and began prescribing a number per hectare of the very old habitat 
trees to be protected from harvest.  They also began sourcing pulpwood by integrated logging 
practices, and from sawmill wastes, and gradually phased out clearfelling in areas accessible 
(and visible) to the public. 
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The next area of conflict in the New South Wales forest industry was the Terania Creek 
rainforest debate.  In 1972 the Forestry Commission had published its policy for rainforests:   
In the coastal forests where patches of rainforest occur commonly with 
eucalypts in the gullies, conversion to eucalypt plantation is the general 
aim.  This is switching a natural succession towards the more productive 
community.234 
Terania Creek catchment was in State Forest, part of the Forestry Commission’s 
Murwillumbah District on the north coast of New South Wales.  It was classified by the 
Forestry Commission as a mixture of subtropical rain forest, warm temperate rain forest and 
hardwood forest235.  The hardwood forest was dominated by eucalypts or brushbox, with or 
without an understory of rain forest elements236. It was close to Nimbin and The Channon 
outside Lismore, in an area that had attracted many alternative lifestyle settlers in the 1970s.  
The Forestry Commission informed residents of the area early in 1975 that it would soon start 
harvesting in the catchment.  Over a four year period, what began as a process of 
consultation and discussion became a focus for ongoing non violent demonstrations and 
confrontation in the forests237.  In the light of the Commission’s stated, published objectives 
to convert rainforest patches to eucalypt plantations, the protesters’ concerns were well
founded.  One forest professional recalled Terania Creek and the Rainforest Decision:  “The 
forestry profession damaged beyond repair.  No longer the ‘original conservationists’  not 
conservationists at all!  Admitting to being a forester meant apologising first”238. 
After years of demonstrations and confrontation, and several inquiries, the Wran 
Government, at a Cabinet meeting in October 1982, made what was to become known as the 
Rainforest Decision.  The decision banned logging in rainforest areas and created three new 
National Parks on the North Coast from revoked State Forest and vacant Crown land 
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covering 62,866 hectares:  Nightcap National Park which covered an area of 4,277 hectares 
including Terania Creek, Border Ranges, and Washpool State Forests239. 
Community concerns about native forest harvesting continued throughout the 1980s.  The 
Resource Assessment Commission in 1992 noted how community attitudes to forests had 
changed over the past two decades; the Commission drew attention to “much greater public 
recognition of the ecological value of forests and their potential for uses such as recreation, 
tourism and other non wood purposes”240. 
Forestry Wars — the Next Chapter: Death by a Thousand Committees 
The Commonwealth government had no direct responsibility for forestry or land 
management under the Australian Constitution.  At Federation, the six sovereign states had 
ceded appropriate powers to the new central government, such as customs, external affairs, 
and defence and retained all other powers, not codified but subsequently termed their 
“residual” powers.  These included land management, including agriculture and forestry.  The 
Commonwealth had been drawn into the ongoing forestry debates as early as 1967, when its 
government “signalled a role in ‘forestry’ which a lot of people at that time were unaware of, 
by issuing the necessary licence to Harris Daishowa for the export of wood chips”241 from its 
prospective Eden mill.  In 1968 it further used its customs powers to temporarily declare 
wood chips a prohibited export242, and in 1976 flexed its environmental muscles further by 
withdrawing all export licenses for mineral sands from Fraser Island243. 
When the Hawke Government came to power in 1983, it intervened in Tasmania to stop the 
construction of the Gordon below Franklin Dam.  The case went to the High Court, which 
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found that the Commonwealth’s action was within its constitutional powers, and relied on 
the external affairs power, Section 51(29) of the Constitution244. 
The Commonwealth was in this way drawn into the “acrimonious and divisive public 
debate”245 between environmental groups, forest agencies and industry interests throughout 
the 1980s and into the 1990s.  As concerns for the forest environment became increasingly 
important for the large numbers of urban voters, particularly in Sydney, Melbourne and 
Hobart, pressures intensified on the Commonwealth to intervene in forestry disputes and 
conflicts246.  The Commonwealth responded with an ever increasing number of inquiries and 
interjurisdictional working groups and agreements. In 1991 the National Association of Forest 
Industries newsletter listed no less than twenty major Commonwealth inspired or directed 
inquiries and processes likely to affect the future of the forest industry247. 
In 1992, the Commonwealth instigated Intergovernmental Agreement on the Environment 
was established, no doubt in response to these increasing political pressures as the 
Commonwealth began to recognise the political costs of intervention in natural resource 
policy.  The agreement set out the respective roles of governments in environmental issues; it 
limited the role of the Commonwealth to functions appropriate for a central government 
such as ensuring Australia’s national obligations are met and promoting co operative 
approaches to assessment and standard setting248.   
The Commonwealth established the Resource Assessment Commission in 1989 to manage 
environmental conflicts249.  The first reference issued to the Commission in late 1989 was for 
the Forests and Timber Inquiry, which reported in March 1992250.  Its report was exhaustive, 
thoughtful and well received.  The Commission presented a range of recommendations, 
 
244 Carron, “Federal-State relations in Forestry,” 217. 
245 Stuart M. Davey, “Regional forest agreements:  origins, development and contributions,” Australian Forestry, 81 no. 2 
(2018):  66. 
246 Dargavel, Proctor and Kanowski, “Conflict and Agreement,” 102. 
247 Carron “Federal-State relations in forestry,” 229. 
248 Marcus B. Lane, “Regional Forest Agreements:  Resolving Resource Conflicts or Managing Resource Politics?” Australian 
Geographical Studies, 37, no.2 (July 1999): 145. 
249 Davey, “Regional Forest Agreements,” 65. 
250 Resource Assessment Commission, Forest and Timber Inquiry Final Report Overview (Canberra:  Australian Government 
Publishing Service, March 1992), iii. 
 
57  
including for a reserve system of representative samples of natural forest ecosystems251, and 
for planning on a regional basis.  Its findings and recommendations were incorporated in the 
National Forest Policy Statement agreed by the Commonwealth and all of the states252, which 
inter alia set out a detailed schema for comprehensive regional assessments, including the 
establishment of “dedicated nature conservation reserve systems to protect native forest 
communities, based on the principles of comprehensiveness, adequacy and 
representativeness”253. This schema formed the basis for the development of 
Commonwealth/State regional forest agreements. 
Ten Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs) were negotiated between the Commonwealth and 
states between 1997 and 2001.  Regional forest agreements are intergovernmental agreements 
which are concerned with “providing resource security, ensuring the conservation of 
important forest areas and mediating the tension between different levels of government”254.  
Resource security was provided by making twenty year supply agreements with industry in 
each region. 
A major concern of the Commonwealth was to “resolve the long history of controversy 
regarding the management and use of Australia’s forests”255;   or as John Dargavel 
phrased it, “to get the forest conflicts off the Commonwealth State political agenda”256.  
To this end, the Commonwealth removed the requirement for annual native woodchip 
export permits in areas either covered by an RFA or where significant progress had 
been made toward the completion of an RFA, and thus removed an ongoing irritant 
from the environmental activism arena.  In the Southern Regional Forest Agreement, 
this is covered by the following clause: 
107 The Commonwealth will: 
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107.1 Not prevent enterprises obtaining, using or exporting the quantities of 
timber, Woodchips or Unprocessed Wood products sourced from the 
Southern region in accordance with this Agreement;  
 
 The justification for this removal was that the implementation of a comprehensive, 
adequate and representative reserve system in the region, as required by the regional 
forest agreement process, was sufficient evidence of compliance with environmental 
standards to meet the Commonwealth’s requirements for approval of export permits. 
The first RFA, for the East Gippsland region, was signed in February 1997 and the last, for the 
Southern region of New South Wales (which includes the South Coast sub region, the 
geographic focus of this thesis) in April 2001. 
Stephen Dovers described the RFA process as “substantial, intense, imperfect, but 
remarkable”257.  It certainly met the Commonwealth’s objective of neutralising its role in 
forest conflicts, and has “bureaucratised and de politicised the process of forest allocation 
and management”258.  Where environmental disputes have arisen since the implementation of 
regional forest agreements, the state governments have invariably negotiated increases in 
forest reserve areas and/or reductions in agreed wood supply. 
The ten regional forest agreements had an agreed term of twenty years.  The Commonwealth 
and New South Wales governments have recently extended the three New South Wales 
RFAs, North East, Southern and Eden (formerly South East), for a further twenty years “as it 
has proven to be a strong and effective framework for the sustainable management of NSW 
RFA region forests”259.  The extended RFAs will now have a rolling twenty year life with five 
yearly reviews.  Similar processes are being undertaken in the other jurisdictions with RFAs. 
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    Conclusion           
At the time of European settlement, the imperative needs in New South Wales for food and 
shelter meant that the forest was seen as an obstacle and a resource, similarly to other Anglo 
settler colonies such as the United States and New Zealand.  In the later nineteenth century, 
the political and social dominance of the pastoral leaseholders brought about the wholesale 
destruction by ringbarking of millions of acres of forest and woodlands. During the twentieth 
century, regulation of harvesting in the forest gradually increased, at the same time that an 
awareness began to emerge of the forest environment as worthy of preservation.  These 
culminated in the “forestry wars” of the 1970s and 1980s, and the eventual introduction of 
Regional Forest Agreements between the Commonwealth and State Governments to regulate 
harvesting of native hardwoods, and to establish a network of comprehensive, adequate and 
representative reserves to protect forest vegetation communities. 
In tracing the evolution of settler attitudes to the forests from the time of European 
settlement to the emergence in the late twentieth century of environmentalist concerns to 
conserve our remaining forests, this chapter has elucidated the cultural and social framework 
within which the south coast forest industry developed, and how these attitudes have shaped 
the industry’s exploitation of the forest resource. 
The next chapter, the first of the four case studies that examine different phases and aspects 
of the south coast forest industry, will chronicle the early south coast cedar trade and its 




THE SOUTH COAST CEDAR TRADE 1811-1830 
“some varieties of timber trees, at one time very plentiful … are now hard to find in 
any district to which there is easy access.  But this is the common experience of new 
countries, where the pioneers, whether settlers or timbergetters, cut down 
indiscriminately, giving no thought to anything but their immediate requirements”.  
(Sir Timothy Coghlan 1900)260. 
 
The history of the forest industry, and indeed of settlement, on the south coast in the 
first half of the nineteenth century is for the most part the history of its cedar trade.  
Cedar was discovered in the region at the beginning of the nineteenth century and was 
the impetus for the beginnings of settlement in the region. The early cedar trade on 
the south coast also played an important role in the development of colonial 
capitalism in the nascent colony of New South Wales, whose population stood at just 
over 5,000 at the beginning of the nineteenth century, but by 1820 had increased to 
over 25,000.261  From 1788 to 1820 only 1,500 free immigrants had settled in the 
colony262, so most of the 1820 population were serving and emancipated convicts or 
their children, the currency lads and lasses. 
Noel Butlin has noted “a remarkable development in Australia towards a private 
enterprise and market economy by 1840”263 and the seeds of that development lay in 
the emergence of the Sydney traders, largely emancipists, in the early years of the 
nineteenth century264.  The “shipping interest” as they were dubbed by Hainsworth, 
emerged as an important element in the early mercantile economy, by the early 1800s.  
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Of the 127 colonial ship owners during 1800 1821, only 48 were free settlers, soldiers or 
officials, and many of these were connected either by marriage or family to convicts or 
ex convicts265.  
In its earliest days, the colony was “a precarious settlement perched on the rim of an 
unknown continent”266, and the focus of economic activities was turned outward to the 
coast and the Pacific, first to sealing in the Bass Strait and to the pork trade with 
Tahiti, then to trade in sandalwood in the Pacific islands, but by 1809 these markets 
had collapsed.   
The discovery of extensive cedar resources on the south coast gave the “shipping 
interest” a new and lucrative coastal trade opportunity.  By 1810 the cedar resources on 
the Hawkesbury had been exhausted, and the Hunter River cedar was controlled by 
the Newcastle penal settlement.  Cedar was a valuable commodity which was in great 
demand in Sydney for colonial furniture and internal fittings267 such as doors, 
windows, and architraves because of its easy working and attractive appearance.  It 
was the basis for a growing industry in the tiny colony in timber yard, joinery, 
shipyard and building projects268, and it was also important as a much needed 
commodity for export.   
There has been very little historical research into the cedar trade of the early to mid
nineteenth century and most depends on the same small collection of primary sources 
and early secondary sources.  This has led to some misconceptions about the extent 
and consequences of the cedar harvest that have been perpetuated down through the 
years in the wider literature.  However in recent years there have been significant 
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advances in our understanding of red cedar growth habits and ecology, and the 
information available to us through digitisation. 
This chapter will first describe the beginnings of the forest industry in the new colony, 
the discovery of Australian red cedar and a description of the species and its ecology.  
It will then trace the history of the cedar trade on the south coast, first in the 
Shoalhaven district where Alexander Berry became the largest exporter of cedar in the 
colony, and then on the Kiama coast where the small cedar traders were dominant.  
The chapter will conclude with a brief discussion of the myths and misconceptions 
surrounding the cedar trade that have come down to the present, and how they have 
influenced contemporary perceptions of the cedar trade and the cedar getters. 
The Blue Gum High Forest 
It was mentioned in the Introduction that Governor Phillip’s expedition to the north 
shore in April 1788 discovered an “immense wood”.  The wood they had discovered 
was the Blue Gum High Forest community269 which grew on the higher ridges of the 
north shore, on the Wianamatta Shale soils which receive more than 1100mm annual 
rainfall.  The main species of tree there were blackbutt (Eucalyptus pilularis) and 
Sydney blue gum (Eucalyptus saligna).  It was a tall forest; the trees reached 30 to 40 
metres in height.  In 1822 Macquarie described the forest of Pennant Hills, part of the 
Blue Gum High Forest, as the “heaviest, largest and best timber in the colony”270. Close 
to the settlement it covered the ridges of Crows Nest, Wollstonecraft, Cammeray, 
North Sydney and Neutral Bay, and further afield it extended from Ryde to Castle Hill, 
and followed the central spine of the north shore, later the route of the Pacific 
Highway, to Hornsby.  On lower elevations with rainfall less than 1050mm annually, 
the Wianamatta Shale forests graded into Turpentine Ironbark communities with 
heights of 20 30 metres.  At settlement (1788) the extent of the Blue Gum High Forest 
is estimated to have been 3,730 ha and the Turpentine Ironbark Forest 30,339 ha, but 
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by 1997 the Blue Gum High Forest was reduced to scattered remnants totalling 168 
hectares, and the Turpentine Ironbark Forest to 1,183 hectares.271   
In 1805 Governor King declared a series of Commons for the use of small settlers for 
pasturage and firewood collection. One of these, the Field of Mars and Eastern Farms 
Common, stretching over 5,050 acres, included much of the Blue Gum High Forest272. 
Timber getting had quickly expanded up the Lane Cove River into the Blue Gum High 
Forest, and sawn timber was shipped by small boats to the settlement. A timber 
getting establishment at Lane Cove was already running short of logs by 1810273. 
Macquarie’s public works initiatives increased the need for building timbers. He 
established several government timber getting camps with convict labour, including in 
1816 the Pennant Hills Timbergetting Establishment. At its peak, more than eighty 
men were employed, with thirty still employed when the establishment closed in 
1831274.  The map below shows the site of the Pennant Hills establishment, and also the 
Cowan Forest leases to Alexander Berry and Thomas Hyndes275 in the early 1820s. 
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Figure 3.1:  Pennant Hills Sawing Establishment 1825. Source:  Hawkins, “The Convict Timbergetters of Pennant Hills,  
80. 
 
The Early Cedar Trade 
As colonists explored and settled the Hawkesbury area in the first years of the 
settlement, along with the discovery of the great swathe of the Blue Gum High Forest 
and its resources came discovery of the Australian red cedar, Toona ciliata M. Roem.276.  
Indeed, the first logs of red cedar were exported in 1795, only seven years after 
settlement of Sydney277. 
By 1802 word of an unofficial cedar trade by settlers on the Hawkesbury River had 
reached official ears.  The Governor issued a General Order on April 2, 1802, forbidding 
any cedar being cut down “on, or about that river”278. 
Cedar was discovered on the Hunter River in 1804 when the Newcastle convict 
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settlement was founded, and the convicts were set to work cedar getting.  In 1803, 
several cargoes of “very fine” cedar arrived in Sydney from the Hunter and a cargo of 
1500 super feet of oak and cedar was exported to Ile de France by L'Enfant d'Adele.  In 
1804 seventeen loads of cedar were shipped from Newcastle, and in 1805 twelve loads.279  
From March 1805 to August 1806 a total of 182,471 super feet of cedar was shipped from 
Newcastle, 51,391 super feet of which was on account of the Government, from the 
convict settlement.280 
 
Australian Red Cedar 
The Australian red cedar is Toona ciliata M. Roem. (Harden 1991) of the family 
Meliaceae. Joseph Maiden classified it in 1917 as Cedrela australis F.v.M. following von 
Mueller281.   More recently it was considered a relative of the Indian Toon and classified 
as Toona australis (F Muell) Harms.  However, it has now been recognised as the same 
species as the Toona ciliata which is widespread across south east Asia, southern 
China, Papua New Guinea and the eastern coast of Australia.  In Australia, its natural 
range extends from Benandarah on the south coast of New South Wales (just north of 
Batemans Bay) along the coast through to Gympie in Queensland, with scattered 
populations further north as far as the Atherton Tableland.  It favours moist, humid 
conditions and fertile soil, and was found in the coastal brushes, as the colonists 
termed the rainforests which occurred around streams and gullies, and in the foothills 
of the coastal ranges282.   
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Figure 3.2:  Toona ciliata M.Roem, Meliaceae.  Photo:  T.M. Tame © The Royal Botanic Gardens & Domain Trust. 
 
Toona ciliata is a tall, deciduous tree of 20 to 27 metres with diameter up to three 
metres283. Governor Macquarie visited the Illawarra in 1822 and had a cedar tree 
measured; it was 37 metres to the first branch and six metres in circumference at three 
metres from ground level284. However, a tree felled at Nulla Creek near Kempsey in 
1882 is generally recognised as the largest ever found.  It was 14.6 metres in girth three 
metres from the base where it was sawn, and two pit saws were welded together to 
 
283 Julia Dordel, Suzanne W Simard, Jürgen Bauhus, et al, “Trade-offs among establishment success, stem morphology and 
productivity of underplanted Toona ciliata:  Effects of nurse-species and thinning density,” Forest Ecology and 
Management, 259, (2010): 1846-1855. 
284 K. G. Campbell, “Observations on red cedar,” 40. 
 
67  
saw it.  Forest rangers measured it after falling and found it to contain 80,000 super 
feet of timber285 (189 cubic metres, which today would require seven or eight logging 
trucks to transport, cut into sections).  
Australian red cedar has adapted to sharing its preferred environment of rich, moist 
well drained soil with rainforest, by developing very specific requirements for 
regeneration, which were recognised as early as 1917 by J.H. Maiden.  He noted that 
“the cedar flourishes best when planted in small open places in existing forests, where 
there is room for the trees to mature, and they obtain the most shade …  Too much air 
and light is fatal to them”286.  K. J. White’s 1957 study of the silviculture of red cedar in 
plantations determined that the growing young tree is entirely intolerant of 
suppression, but it requires both complete overhead light and dense close side 
shade287.  In the wild, new growth depended on the creation of sizeable gaps in the 
rainforest by tree fall due to gales or lightning. 
Toona ciliata developed an opportunistic life strategy for seed development and 
distribution in this environment.  Its seeds are wind dispersed, very light (200,000 to 
300,000 per kilogram288), winged on both sides, and distributed ten to twenty metres 
from the lee side of the tree, and up to ten metres on the windward side of the tree289.  
Because regeneration depended on suitable gaps in the rainforest, cedar trees were 
scattered either singly or in small groups throughout the rainforest.  White estimated 
that “good cedar country might run to one [mature] tree per acre”290. 
Early Cedar getting in the Illawarra region 
There were extensive cedar grounds on the south coast where cedar grew in the coastal 
rainforests.  Kevin Mills has estimated that at the time of European settlement, 
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rainforests, referred to in colonial times as ‘brush’, covered 23,000 hectares of the 
Illawarra in three main areas, the Berkeley brush north and west of Lake Illawarra 
(1,600 hectares), the Yarrawa near Robertson (2,450 hectares), and the Illawarra 
(12,000h hectares).  There was no cedar in the cooler climate tableland Yarrawa brush.  
These brushes are shown on the map below291: 
 
Figure 3.3:  Major Rainforests in the Illawarra at Settlement. 
Kevin Mills’ reconstruction of the original rainforests shows the Illawarra brush 
extending from Gerroa in the south to Bass Point in the north and inland to the 
escarpment.  He does not include other smaller cedar grounds such as north of the 
Shoalhaven, Berry, the Cambewarra Range and the Kangaroo Valley district.   
As early as 1804, Governor King had mentioned in his despatches that “of the country to 
the southward of Botany Bay about Shoal Haven a very advantageous account is 
 
291 Kevin Mills, “The Clearing of the Illawarra Rainforests:  Problems in Reconstructing Pre-European Vegetation Patterns,” 




given”292.  James Meehan, the Assistant Surveyor General of the time, surveyed the 
Shoalhaven/Jervis Bay area in 1805, and made known the presence of cedar in the 
area293.  It also appears that occasional visitors in search of game birds had discovered 
cedar stands there. On 30 December 1811, the Speedwell (owned by the emancipist 
Elizabeth Mulhall) brought the first reported cargo of cedar from Shoalhaven into 
Sydney: 
On Monday last arrived the Speedwell colonial vessel from a place called 
Shoal Haven, which lies about midway between Jarvis's Bay and the Five 
Islands, whereat she procured a cargo of cedar, said to be of good quality.  
The above place was at first found to produce cedar by occasional travellers 
in pursuit of pheasants and other birds; and was about six or seven years ago 
visited by Lieutenant Oxley of the Navy, in an open pinnace:  from whose 
report it had not since been noticed.  The people belonging to the Speedwell 
affirm that they have discovered a river or very considerable inlet not before 
known, and within the entrance of which they proceeded from 15 to 20 
miles.  As often as they were obliged to land they found the most active 
vigilance necessary to their protection against the natives, who appeared to 
be numerous and athletic.  The place appears to have been very properly 
named Shoal Haven, as the above small vessel, being only 15 tons, grounded 
several times, and found the utmost difficulty in getting in and out at high 
water294. 
 
Following the Speedwell's arrival in Sydney, it took some months for the officially 
observed cedar trade to get under way on the Shoalhaven.  The next cargo of cedar 
whose arrival from Shoal Haven was notified in the Sydney Gazette was the Geordy, 
with 26 logs, on 12 October 1812.  There is no way of knowing how many clandestine 
loads were brought by tiny boats in the meantime.  By the end of 1812, a matter of a few 
weeks, 410 logs of cedar were shipped to Sydney from the Shoalhaven, in nine trips by 
five different vessels.  In 1813 and 1814, 248 tons and 53,426 super feet of cedar were 
shipped in a total of twenty three trips.  The average load of just over 2,300 super feet 
gives some indication of the tiny size of the boats employed on the run.  On 2 March  
 
292 King to Hobart 14 Aug 1804, Historical Records of Australia 1 v, 7. 
293.A. Keith Weatherburn, “Exploration of the Jervis Bay, Shoalhaven and Illawarra Districts, 1797-1812,” Royal Australian 
Historical Society Journal, 46 no.2 (1960): 85. 
294 Sydney Gazette, January 4, 1812. 
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1813, the Mercury, owned by Mrs Reibey, and the Endeavour, owned by Chase and Mr 
Kable jnr., were both wrecked at Shoalhaven with cargoes of cedar295. 
On 26 June 1813, the Sydney Gazette published a General Order, which levied a duty of 
'One Shilling' for each solid foot of 'Cedar, or other Timber from Shoal Haven, or any 
other Part of the Coast or Harbours of New South Wales … when not supplied by 
Government Labourers'296. The 1813 order had the effect of slowing the cedar trade from 
the Shoalhaven, or at least that officially observed, but in July 1814 the brig Trial, owned 
by Simeon Lord the emancipist merchant, brought 26,000 feet of cedar from the Shoal 
Haven, “the finest cargo of that valuable article ever procured in this Colony”297. 
Governor Macquarie on 3 December 1814 issued a further order forbidding the cedar 
trade in the Shoalhaven, noting that: 
there being reason to believe that the Indulgence which has occasionally 
been granted to Masters and Owners of Vessels to resort to and bring 
Timber from Shoalhaven is subject to considerable abuse ...298 
 
The volume of the Shoalhaven trade over the period October 1812 to December 1814 
suggest far more than the 'occasional' granting of “Indulgences” to Masters and 
Owners, and another party set out “a fortnight before Christmas,” that is around two 
weeks after the promulgation of the order forbidding the getting of timber at the 
Shoalhaven, “to procure cedar”299.  This was a group of three men named Wood, Jones 
and Dawson, who were in the employ of Garnham Blaxcell, one of the three contractors 
building the Sydney Hospital for Governor Macquarie300. Blaxcell had provided “a fine 
launch, well found in necessaries” for the expedition. When the men did not return in 
 
295 Cumpston, “Shipping Arrivals and Departures”. 
271 T. M. Perry, “The Lower Shoalhaven District. 1797-1822,” The Australian Geographer VI, no 3 (1954): 30.  Perry suggests 
that the wording of this Order signifies that the Shoalhaven was the only area where cedar as being harvested at the 
time. 
297 Ibid. This cargo is included in the total volumes previously mentioned. 
298 Government Public Notice, Secretary's Office, 3/12/1814, cited by Perry. 
299 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 25 February 1815. 
300 The other two contractors were merchant Alexander Riley and surgeon D’Arcy Wentworth.  They undertook to build the 
hospital in exchange for a three year monopoly on the importation of spirits into the colony.  The hospital, which 
became known as the Rum Hospital, was completed in 1816.  Its south wing is now The Mint, and its north wing 
Parliament House.  www.sydneylivingmuseums/what was rum hospital,  accessed 11 June 2018. 
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the allotted time, Blaxcell sent search parties, which discovered the remains of the 
expedition and also the body of Wood, which had been mutilated by local indigenous 
men of the Wodi Wodi people301. 
The loss of Blaxcell's party marked the end of officially sanctioned exploitation of cedar 
in the Shoalhaven until the arrival of Alexander Berry and Edward Wollstonecraft in the 
region in 1822. 
Alexander Berry at Shoalhaven 
Alexander Berry, despite his assiduously cultivated image as “Laird of Shoalhaven”302, 
was an adventurer of Scottish yeomanry stock who exploited gubernatorial patronage 
and less than ethical business practices to build his estate in the colony. 
 
Figure 3.4:  Alexander Berry, 1856 (Source: Wikipedia Commons). 
 
In 1822 he and his business partner Edward Wollstonecraft took up a grant of ten 
thousand acres on the north shore of the Shoalhaven River, along with a further two 
thousand acres each on the south shore at what is now Numbaa. 
Berry came from Scottish farming stock; he trained in medicine at Edinburgh 
University, went to sea as surgeon on the City of Edinburgh and during the course of his 
 
301 Sydney Gazette 25 February 1815. 
302 James Jervis, ‘Alexander Berry, the Laird of Shoalhaven’, Journal and Proceedings, The Royal Australian Historical 
Society, 27, no.1 (1941). 
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travels and adventures, including a visit to Sydney, met Edward Wollstonecraft and set 
up a business partnership.  Once back in England they determined on settling in New 
South Wales and arrived in the colony in 1819.  
Berry sailed back to England on the Admiral Cockburn on March 1, 1820, to obtain a 
cargo of goods.  He returned as supercargo on the Royal George on 7 November 1821, 
with a large cargo of goods obtained on credit in London, to be sold in the colony by 
Berry and Wollstonecraft’s merchant firm303. 
Just four weeks after Berry’s return to the colony and two days before handing over the 
Governorship to Sir Thomas Brisbane on 1 December 1821, Governor Macquarie wrote to 
Earl Bathurst complaining of the common practice in the colony of free settlers 
bringing out cargoes of goods on credit, then claiming lands in proportion to the 
amount of goods they have imported.  Of the proceeds of the sales of these goods, the 
settler only received any profit on the purchase price; the balance “of which they are 
compelled to remit home,” rather than using to stock or improve their farms304.  It is 
likely that Berry and Wollstonecraft, whose finances were in a parlous state305, became 
aware of this practice on their arrival in the colony and that this precipitated Berry’s 
passage on the return voyage of the Admiral Cockburn.  It also seems likely that his 
return to the colony with a large cargo spurred Macquarie to complain of the practice. 
Berry and Wollstonecraft had considerable interests in the timber industry almost from 
the time of their first arrival in the colony.  In 1824, the partnership described their 
timber operations: 
For ourselves we shall merely say that we have expended nearly £1000 in the 
formation of our Timber Speculation and Establishment.  That we have 
exported to London per Shipley (twice), Royal George, [and two other ships], 
400 tons of Plank etc altogether on our own account; and that we have now 
400 tons prepared and ready for shipment to the same destination.  That we 
have at present eleven pairs of sawyers constantly employed, together with 
14 other persons as Fellers, Drivers etc, most of whom are our Government 
 
303 Barry J. Bridges, “Aspects of the Career of Alexander Berry, 1781-1873” (PhD thesis, Department of History and Politics, 
University of Wollongong, 1992), 62-65. 
304 Macquarie to Bathurst, 28 November 1821, Historical Records of Australia 1, x, p569.  
305 Bridges, “Aspects of the Career of Alexander Berry, 1781-1873” 60-61. 
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servants, and in addition to these, 4 Timber Carriages, 28 Working Bullocks 
and boat for water conveyance.306 
 
The partnership was involved at this time in hardwood timber getting at various 
localities north of the harbour307.  Wollstonecraft had begun timber getting operations 
on five hundred acres at Crows Nest as soon as he received the grant from Macquarie in 
March 1821308 while Berry was still absent in England:  in June 1821 rations were 
distributed to four sawyers and their six men309, and when the Royal George returned to 
London in March 1822, it took 540 blue gum planks and 2,350 blue gum tree nails310, 
from the north shore Blue Gum High Forest.   
Early in the 1820s Berry and Wollstonecraft had obtained a seven year lease over two 
thousand acres of Blue Gum High Forest at Cowan, close to the Pennant Hills 
Timbergetting Establishment, and logged it until the mid 1820s, at which time they 
relocated their timber operations to Shoalhaven.  An identical parcel of land, sharing 
the eastern boundary of Berry and Wollstonecraft’s land, was leased to Thomas Hynde, 
an emancipated convict who became a successful timber merchant, and also later took 
up a Crown lease at Gerringong, on the northern boundary of Berry and 
Wollstonecraft’s Shoalhaven property311. Figure 3.1 shows Berry and Hyndes’ leases in 
relation to Macquarie’s Pennant Hills Timbergetting Establishment and the Field of 
Mars Common. 
In 1824 Berry and Wollstonecraft also set up a timber getting operation at Narara, on the 
Central Coast, in partnership with Frederick Hely, principal supervisor of convicts, who 
had been granted 550 acres there.312 
 
306 Berry & Wollstonecraft to Governor Brisbane, ML MSS 315 A104/14.  Dated ‘around mid-May 1824’. 
307 Berry Estate papers, ML MSS 315/12-13, 31-32, Mitchell Library. 
308 Bridges “Alexander Berry,” 115. 
309 Berry and Wollstonecraft papers, Mitchell Library, MLMSS 315/2, microfilm CY3411, #255. 
310 Berry and Wollstonecraft business records, Mitchell Library; MLMSS 315/3 CY3412 #17. Treenails were wooden pegs or 
dowels traditionally used to fasten two pieces of wood together. 
311 The enmeshment of their affairs is demonstrated by an entry in Berry & Wollstonecraft’s ledger, which has Hyndes 
receiving in 1825 one hat, one frock, one pair of trousers and one pair of shoes on credit from Berry & Wollstonecraft’s 
stores. 
312 Berry Estate Papers, MLMSS 315/35, 13. 
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On Berry’s return passage from England as supercargo on the Royal George, his 
passengers included Sir Thomas Brisbane with his family and entourage, sailing to the 
colony to assume the Governorship upon the retirement of Governor Macquarie.  
Brisbane had been allowed £1,000 by the British Government for his passage out to 
Australia, but according to correspondence between Berry and Wollstonecraft’s London 
agent and Wollstonecraft, Brisbane had financial troubles, and Berry reduced the 
charge for his and his entourage’s travel to £600313. Berry wrote to Wollstonecraft in 1827: 
“It would be a pity to sift into the motives of [our] grant as it was a consideration for the 
passage of the late Governor”314. 
Surveyor General Oxley with James Meehan, Deputy Surveyor General, at Governor 
Macquarie’s request, had explored the coast beyond the Illawarra as far as Jervis Bay in 
late 1819. With respect to the Shoalhaven, he reported that “estimating the quantity of 
rich Alluvial Land on both sides of the River at its greatest extent, there may probably 
be ten thousand Acres of Useful Land, upon which a great quantity of good Cedar is 
found growing”315.  Macquarie forwarded Oxley’s report to Earl Bathurst in February 
1820, and it is very likely to have been in Brisbane’s possession when he sailed for 
Sydney.  Certainly, events unfolded with some speed after Berry and Brisbane arrived 
together in Sydney on 7 November 1821, as the following chronological account makes 
clear. 
In January 1822, within weeks of their arrival in Australia, Brisbane put the 
Government cutter Snapper under Berry’s direction to explore the coast south of the 
settled part of the Colony316.   
On 10 February 1822, Berry reported to Brisbane on his voyage.  His report set out in 
detail his exploration of “every opening accessible to a boat between [20 miles to the 
south of Batemans Bay] and Shoalhaven River,” but his description of the Shoalhaven 
 
313 Bridges, “Alexander Berry,” 66. 
314 Bridges, “Alexander Berry,” 122. 
315 Oxley to Macquarie, Historical Records of Australia 1, x, p254-257. 
316 Colonial Secretary’s Papers 1788-1825.  Alexander Berry:  Report of his exploration of South Coast of New South Wales 
from Shoalhaven to past Bateman’s Bay.  State Records Reel 6054; 4/1759 pp 147c-n. 
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was limited to a single sentence: “as far as I was able to judge from a cursory survey 
the country agreed entirely with the Statement given by Mr Oxley to Governor 
Macquarie”317.  The terms of this description made clear that he and Governor Brisbane 
had a shared knowledge and understanding of Oxley’s “Statement”318. 
On 19 February 1822 Berry and Wollstonecraft wrote to Governor Brisbane, requesting 
a grant of ten thousand acres at the Shoalhaven, and one hundred convicts. 
Later in March, an invoice was drawn up for the sale of the Government’s Colonial 
Sloop Blanche with all rigging and stores to Berry and Wollstonecraft, for £250. 
On 10 April 1822, over a month after formally acceding to Berry and Wollstonecraft’s 
request, Brisbane wrote to Bathurst explaining that to combat high expectations raised 
by Macquarie’s “exceedingly liberal … promises of land,” he had come up with a 
measure to insert into each grant “an express stipulation that for every hundred 
acres … granted, the Grantee shall maintain free of expense to the Crown one convict 
labourer”319.  By 1826 the Colonial Office had ordered that this System should be 
discontinued320, but the Colonial Office agreed with Governor Darling, who had 
succeeded Governor Brisbane in late 1824, that Berry and Wollstonecraft’s 
arrangement should be honoured321.   
In June 1822 Berry left Sydney in the Blanche to take up the grant322.  With him he took 
the ten convicts that had been initially assigned to the partnership.  As soon as they 
arrived at the Shoalhaven River, he set the convicts to digging a canal 200 yards long 
on a narrow isthmus between the Shoalhaven and Crookhaven Rivers; the Shoalhaven 
bar was dangerous and impassable most of the time. The canal was dug with some 
deviations, and Berry was concerned to have it straightened, as deviations could 
frustrate his intention to float timber from the Shoalhaven through the canal to 
 
317 Ibid. 
318 Bridges “Alexander Berry,” 121, notes that according to later writings by Berry, Oxley had given him a copy of his 1820 
report to Macquarie. 
319 Brisbane to Bathurst 10 April 1822.  Historical Records of Australia 1, x, 630. 
320 Darling to Bathurst 21 December 1826.  Historical Records of Australia 1, xii, 792. 
321 Goderich to Darling, 5 July 1827, Historical Records of Australia 1, xiii,  427. 
322 Berry Estate Papers, Mitchell Library ML MSS 315/2-4. 
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waiting ships in the Crookhaven River.  Most Australian hardwoods do not float owing 
to their density, but Toona ciliata does float in water.  His concern and care to have 
the canal straightened to enable timber to be floated provides further evidence that he 
took up the grant with the express intention of harvesting its cedar. 
Berry and Wollstonecraft wrote to the Governor in 1825: 
We therefore most respectfully beg leave to represent to your Excellency 
that we always understood that the system of bonded servants attached to 
grants, was only adopted by your Excellency to ensure to the Government 
that the Grantee of waste lands was provided of means to bring them into 
cultivation and at the same time to diminish the public expenditure. 
This system gave great umbrage to many of the Colonists, we however 
thought it to be judicious and expedient, and to give your Excellency 
convincing proof of our approval, immediately offered to take a large grant 
of land on the proposed conditions in a remote, desolate and then almost 
inaccessible situation.323 
 
Given the order and timing of the events surrounding the grant to Berry and 
Wollstonecraft, this retrospective interpretation placed on those events by the 
partnership would appear to be at the least, somewhat disingenuous. 
 
Cedar Getting at Shoalhaven 
Berry had been very anxious to establish timber exports to England because of their 
heavy debts; he still owed English creditors for goods obtained during his 1806 1807 
voyages, and the considerable cargo brought to Sydney on the Royal George was 
obtained almost entirely on credit.  Barry Bridges has noted that some London 
accounts dating from 1806 remained unpaid into the early 1830s, and the last accounts 
for the Royal George cargo were only cleared in 1838, the last year that Berry exported 
cedar. 324  
 
323 Berry and Wollstonecraft to Governor Brisbane, 30 July 1825, Mitchell Library ML MSS 315 A106/25. 
324 Bridges, “Alexander Berry,” p 65. 
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The partnership’s debt worries were exacerbated by developments in England in 1825.  
There had been a speculative boom in Latin American bonds and mining shares that 
crashed during 1825, and by December 1825 there were runs on the banks; more than 
ten per cent failed in 1826325. The news reached Sydney in May 1826326, and by 1827 the 
colony was in a general depression that only eased slowly in the early 1830s.  Export 
prices of the colony’s staples of wool and timber were hit by the depression in 
England, and English creditors were demanding payment of their debts.  The Sydney 
Gazette in 1829 described the consequences for the colony: “We have been obliged to 
‘rap and ring’ for cash and, either in Treasury bills or in specie have been sending away 
that which of all things we can least spare  money!”327 
Berry had anticipated that the extensive cedar grounds at Shoalhaven would provide 
profitable cedar exports to enable their debts to be paid off in sterling, but no doubt 
the 1825 English bank crash made matters more pressing. Exports of hardwood from 
the operations that the partnership had established at Crows Nest and at Narara had 
not proved profitable328, and by late 1825 Berry and Wollstonecraft had shifted the focus 
of their timber getting enterprises from Narara to cedar getting on their Shoalhaven 
property.  They transferred James Smith, supervisor of the Narara operations, and most 
of the north shore pairs of sawyers to Shoalhaven329. 
In July 1826, in response to a request from Berry and Wollstonecraft, Smith prepared 
an inventory of the cedar cut at Shoalhaven, and his inventory provides insights into 
 
325 The Economist, “The Slumps that Shaped Modern Finance,” www.economist.com/news/essays/21600451-finance-not-
merely-prone... 18 April 2014. 
326 R. M. Hartwell, “Australia’s First Trade Cycle:  Boom, Crisis, Depression and Recovery in New South Wales,” Journal of 
the Royal Australian Historical Society 42 no. 2 (1956): 51-67. 
327 Sydney Gazette, 28 May 1829, 2. 
328 Darling to Huskisson 10 April 1828, Historical Records of Australia 1 xiv, 134-135. 
329 Berry and Wollstonecraft contracted sawyers on what Dargavel has described as “the notorious ‘truck’ system” that gave 
merchants two bites at the cutters’ labour, one selling them supplies, the other buying their timber.  Rations and stores 
were provided on credit, and a reckoning made when the sawyers’ current contract was completed.  For example, Harley 
and Kains, a pair of sawyers who worked with Berry for some years, completed a contract to cut 4,500 feet of timber at 
Shoalhaven over a three month period from November 1825 to end January 1826, earning £22.10.0.  From this, £21.10.2 
was deducted to cover rations and other goods over the period, and they were left with the grand sum of 19s.10d. 
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the scale of the operations, methods of transport and the contract arrangements with 
the sawyers.  Table 3.1 summarises the information included in Smith’s inventory. 
 
TABLE 3.1:  INVENTORY OF SAWN TIMBER AT SHOALHAVEN AS AT 
 19 JULY 1826 
Details Super 
feet 
Two rafts of Sweeney’s sawing sent down330 18th July (317 
planks) 
28,000 
72 planks in the deep water 6,000 
Lying on the edge of the creek ready for a flood, when it comes 
(6 7 pairs of sawyers, part from “old contracts”) 
197,337 
Lying in the brushes (4 pairs of sawyers) 252,712 
Present contracts (4 pairs of sawyers) 145,000 
Total in hand 628,049 
Source:  Berry Estate papers, ML MSS 315/6 A107/3, Mitchell Library. 
 
This is a significant volume of timber, equivalent to 1,507 cubic metres or sixty modern 
semi trailer loads. Smith noted in his report that they had not been able to “send 
timber down to the deep water as we should have,” obviously referring to the large 
quantity of sawn cedar lying in the brushes, because the dray’s wheels were broken.  
This indicates that bullock teams took the sawn timber from the sawpits to the edge of 
the creek to be formed into rafts and wait for a “fresh” to float down the creek to the 
river, through the canal cut through to the Crookhaven River, where it could be 
loaded onto small ships to be taken to Sydney. 
As James Smith’s inventory indicates, the cedar getters worked as pairs of sawyers, the 
 
330 “sent down,” floated down Broughton Creek through the canal to the Crookhaven River and the “deep water”. 
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“top man” and the “pit man”. Cedar getting teams were hierarchical: the top man was 
the senior partner, and the pitman of lesser status331. In turn the pairs of sawyers 
employed fallers to cut down the cedar logs, and labourers. Figure 3.5 is a carefully 
posed photo of a cedar getting team showing the lead sawyer in position on top of the 
log, the pitman under the log, and two young labourers. 
 
Figure 3.5: A cedar getting team near Kiama. www.ekiama.com, “The Story of Cedar . 
Most of the sawyers were either ticket of leave or emancipated former convicts, and 
many had been sawyers in Britain who were sent to Pennant Hills Sawing 
Establishment332. Others learned their skills at Pennant Hills, or by starting as 
labourers in their youth, similar to the two youths in Figure 3.5. 
 
331 James Smith in correspondence from Narara refers to two sawyers as “they are but two pit men but a great deal more 
saucy than any others”. Berry Estate Papers, ML MSS 315/2-4, 369. 
332 Ralph Hawkins, The Convict Timbergetters of Pennant Hills: a Historical and Biographical Register (Sydney: Hornsby 
Shire Historical Society Inc., 1994), 116-127. 
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Table 3.2 provides details of the firm’s exports to London and van Diemen’s Land from 
1826 to 1839, when Berry discontinued cedar exports. 
 


























1826 14 45,404*  45,404 73,060 118,464 9,400 0s.  0d 
1827 15 531,745  531,745 243,530 775,275 8,168 17s 6d** 
1828 >9 329,422#  329,422 15,605 345,027 3,549 1s. 5d 
1829 15 367,204  367,204 23,049^ 390,253 4,748 17s 8d 
1830 10 103,115 140,189 243,304  243,304 2,804 0s 1d 
1831 14 167,943 72,946 240,889  240,889 3,686 15s 10d 
1832 8 72,926 34,194 107,120  107,120 1,845 3s 10d 
1833 15 54,368 109,714 164,082  164,082 2,222 19s 6d 
1834 15 77,617 89,894 167,511  167,511 2,548 8s 2d 
1835 20 83,788 135,014 218,802  218,802 3,224  8s  2d 
1836 2 7,330 123,359 130,689  130,689 1,310 11s 9d 
1837 13 91,285 126,633 217,918  217,918 2,460 16s 3d 
1838 9 32,967 69,691 102,658  102,658 1,279 17s 8d 
1839 1 4,872  4,872  4,872 50 15s 1d 
TOTALS  1,969,986 901,634 2,871,620 4,649 2,876,269 38,906 13s 0d 
 
Source:  Bridges “Alexander Berry” p. 76. 
    *  + 2,149 pieces, 68 planks, and one log. 
    ** the fall in export prices during the depression is demonstrated by the discrepancies in volumes exported     
and proceeds received between 1826 and 1827, even allowing for the additional cedar sent in 1826. 
    #  + 509 pieces.  
    ^ Darling noted in his report to Huskisson, April 1828, that exports of blue gum had been almost completely 
discontinued due to the low price paid for them in England. 
 
Of the two million super feet of cedar exported to England during the fourteen years 
that Berry was involved in the export trade, almost half was sent in the two years 1827 
and 1828, as the initial Shoalhaven inventory was liquidated.  In the colony’s 
Statement of Export for 1827, the value of “Cedar, Blue Gum and other Timber” 
 
81  
exported was £12,472.333  As Table 3.2 shows, Berry’s timber exports in that year 
represented two thirds of the colony’s total timber exports. 
The scale of the operation can be better understood expressed in today’s metrics.  The 
total amount of cedar exported to England and to VDL, 2,871,620 super feet, 
represents 81,315 cubic metres, the equivalent of 3,250 modern semi trailer loads, at an 
average load of 25 cubic metres.  If placed end to end this number of trucks would 
extend in an unbroken line for sixty kilometres.   
By 1853 the Berry Estate had increased by a combination of grants and purchases from 
its original ten thousand acres to sixty thousand acres.  Their original land grant of ten 
thousand acres lay on the north bank of the Shoalhaven, together with grants of two 
thousand acres to each of the partners at Numbaa on the south bank.  They also 
purchased two four thousand acre blocks from the Government at a price of five 
shillings an acre, and purchased four thousand acres at Meroo, west of their main 
holdings on the north bank of the river, from Aspinall and Browne, mercantile agents 
and associates of the partnership.  By 1840 the estate covered thirty five thousand 
acres plus ‘unprofitable swamps’, and by the early 1850s the Berry Estate holdings 
covered sixty thousand acres334.  The northern ten thousand acres was the focus of the 
cedar operations, the Numbaa land was devoted to agriculture, and employed most of 
the convicts, and the Meroo property was used for cattle operations. 
Although Berry ceased exports to England when the last of his sterling debts were 
settled, he continued to send timber to the Sydney market, albeit on a much smaller 
scale.  During the 1840s, the Shoalhaven estate sent regular shipments of cedar to 
Sydney, totalling 140,000 super feet.  Hardwood shipments to Sydney during the same 
period were much less regular, and up to 1850, amounted to just on 60,000 super feet.  
The Shoalhaven estate’s operations were much affected by the abolition of 
transportation in the 1840s, which curtailed most of the labour supply Berry had 
depended on for his agricultural pursuits, and from the 1850s the firm actively sought 
 
333 Darling to Huskisson 10 April 1828, Historical Records of Australia, 1 xiv 134-135.  
334 Bridges “Alexander Berry” 136. 
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tenants to work the land for them.  The estate was gradually broken up by clearing 
leases and dairy farming on shares, which culminated in the land sales and 
subdivisions of the 1890s after Alexander and his brother David’s deaths. 
The scale of the cedar exports from Berry’s land north of the Shoalhaven in just twelve 
years between 1826 and 1838 was remarkable.  If we assume that only very large trees 
were felled, and make an overly optimistic estimate of 50 per cent recovery, then at 
least 3,000 cedar trees were cut down to pay Berry and Wollstonecraft’s London debts.  
There was very little economic benefit to the colony as the timber was shipped directly 
to London without any further processing after it was pit sawn, and Berry’s truck 
system ensured that most of the sawyers’ wages were appropriated by the partnership.  
Berry would write to his partner of charging the sawyers double or even four times 
what they paid for commodities, and in July 1829 Wollstonecraft exploited the truck 
system to settle a sawyer’s account for 1,500 super feet of timber without paying any 
cash at all335.  Thus, the stands of rare cedar that had stood across most of the land 
between the Shoalhaven and Gerringong were destroyed to pay the English debts of a 
pair of colonial adventurers. 
 
The Illawarra Cedar Grounds 
The cedar getters who had been discouraged by the government prohibition of the 
cedar trade at the Shoalhaven in 1814, and the untimely end to Blaxcell’s cedar party 
(more likely given the general disregard of the cedar trade for government orders) 
appear to have moved further north.  An 1819 order by Governor Macquarie forbade the 
harvest of cedar or other timber in the Appin or Illawarra districts336.  The order referred 
to several persons illegally residing in those districts and “clandestinely transmitting 
from there large Quantities of Cedar and other Timber, the Property of the Crown”337.  
 
335 Bridges, “Alexander Berry,” 174-175. 
336 The main “Illawarra” cedar grounds were in the Kiama district, as Figure 3.3 shows. 
337 Sydney Gazette, Saturday 14 August 1819, 1. 
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“Clandestine” appears to be a description frequently applied to the cedar trade; it was 
described in 1826 as “an illicit traffic, which not only endangered, but frequently 
occasioned a loss of lives”338.  Scattered newspaper reports refer to the loss of small 
boats loaded with cedar from the south coast, and frequently refer to their departure 
from Sydney late at night, and to their being loaded to the gunwales on the return 
trip339.  Governor Macquarie visited the Kiama cedar grounds in 1822 and described a 
camp of cedar getters there as “a gathering of pirates”340.  
In 1813, as previously mentioned, Governor Macquarie had imposed a duty of one 
shilling per one hundred feet on “timber, the growth of this colony”341.  This duty was 
repealed in March 1821.  The order for repeal noted problems with the progress of 
building works “and consequently the enlargement and improvement of the Town of 
Sydney,” and repeal of the duty was aimed to “encourage the increase of good and 
comfortable buildings throughout the colony, instead of throwing difficulties in the 
way of their being undertaken and completed”342.  The order however required that “no 
Person shall send Parties to Illawarra, or elsewhere, to procure such Timber, without 
having previously obtained a Licence for so doing”.  Presumably this meant that the 
ban on cedar getting in Illawarra and Appin had been lifted.  Applications for licences 
were to include a list of the persons to be employed, the quantities required, and the 
place of harvesting.  In August 1823, a further Government Order removed the 
requirement to obtain licences “for sending Parties to Illawarra, to procure cedar”343.  
No mention is made of Port Stephens, from whence significant volumes of cedar were 
being shipped from 1816 onward344. 
 
338 The Australian, 21 October 1826, 2. 
339 For example, Sydney Gazette 18 Dec 1812, 2; Sydney Gazette 11 Nov 1820, 3; Sydney Gazette 22 Sept 1823, 2; Sydney 
Gazette 24 Mar 1825, 2. 
340 Campbell, “Observations on red cedar,” 40. 
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342 Sydney Gazette 31 March 1821, 1. 
343 Sydney Gazette 28 August 1823, 1. 
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The legal position with regard to cedar getting seems to have been hazy and confused 
at the very least, and generally irrelevant to the conduct of the industry.  A case that 
came before the magistrates in April 1826 illustrates the general confusion very well.  
Mr Hunt, the undertaker, employed several pairs of sawyers at the Five Islands (the 
general name for the district that included Kiama).  He charged his overseer with 
converting a quantity of cedar to his own profit, and one of his sawyers with 
embezzlement.  The Bench found that Mr Hunt had no authority to cut and remove 
cedar from Government lands and that he had no more right to the cedar than his 
servants.  The charge against the overseer was dismissed, and the sawyer was returned 
to barracks345.  At the time of these proceedings, the 1823 government order had 
removed the licence requirements for cedar; no authority was required, nor since the 
1821 order were any duties payable. 
Meanwhile, in 1825 the Gazette reported that Thomas Hyndes’ Charlotte, built 
especially for the cedar trade, was wrecked leaving the Five Islands heads with a cargo 
of wood.  By 1826 there were “nearly a hundred pairs of sawyers” working in the Five 
Islands brush and shipping cedar out from the beach at what is now Kiama346.  
 
Kiama 
The name ‘Kiama’ did not come into use until the late 1820s. In 1817 Solomon 
Wiseman’s Hawkesbury Packet, 28 tons, was lost off “Gomorramorah,” presumably 
Minnamurra, on her way to load with cedar; this is the earliest print reference to the 
Kiama cedar grounds347.   Oxley’s report of December 1826 refers to “a tolerably good 
boat harbour called ‘Kiarmi”’348; the cedar grounds were referred to as ‘Illawarra’ or 
‘Five Islands’ in government orders and shipping reports before this time.  In 1827 a 
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newspaper reported that a ship had been wrecked “on the beach at the Five Islands, 
called Kyarmara”349.  The name “Kiama” or “Kiarma” first appears in 1829 in a list of the 
colony’s towns and stations350; its situation is described as “Illawarra at the township”.  
Wollongong is also listed but its situation is described as “a military station in the 
Illawarra near Five Islands”.  
As Figure 3.3 shows, Kiama was the centre of the Illawarra brush, which covered 12,000 
hectares.  The other coastal brush shown, just north of Lake Illawarra, was only 1,600 
hectares in area.  Oxley noted in his report of December 1826 that nine tenths of the 
cedar shipped to Sydney was loaded at the Kiama boat harbour, and that the cedar 
from the Five Islands brush, shipped from “a small bay called Wollongong”, was “of 
trifling consequence”351. 
Alexander Harris described the Kiama cedar grounds in 1825/1826352: “at the time of 
which I write, nearly a hundred pair of sawyers had gradually come down from Sydney 
and gathered into this mountain, and were (as they continued to be for years 
afterwards) slaughtering away in all directions, it will not be wondered at that the 
pride of the Five Island Cedar Brush is long since gone”353.   He described how the sawn 
flitches were hauled to the beach by bullock drays on ‘cedar roads’; the traffic on these 
roads was such that on any given morning two or three drays could be expected to 
pass along one of the roads by 9am354. 
The brush provided a haven for runaway convicts, “bushrangers,” who found work 
with the sawyers as pit men, fallers and labourers.  When Harris described the scenes 
of debauchery on the beach at Kiama, as the sawyers loaded the cedar planks on the 
boats and received in return kegs of spirits, he included mention of the bushrangers 
mingling with the crowds and sharing in the celebration:  “having mostly been 
prisoners themselves, it was a point of honour among the sawyers to help them as 
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much as they could” 355.  This is Harris’s wonderfully evocative description of the very 
effective warning signal that was developed in the brush:  as soon as a soldier or 
constable was seen on the edge of the brush, “Crack! Crack! Crack! goes a gun three 
times in succession, as quickly as it can be loaded and fired.  Then as soon as that is 
heard the gang in all directions repeat the signal till the woods are ringing and the 
hills echoing for miles”356.  With that signal the runaways would melt away into the 
thick brush.  
 
  
Figure 3.6:  Kiama Harbour in 1840. Creator:  Abraham Lincolne. Original held by Mitchell Library, State Library of 
New South Wales [PXC 305]. 
 
In mid 1826, the Governor recalled “all Permissions, granted to individuals, to cut 
Cedar on unlocated ground”357 and imposed a duty of a halfpenny a foot on cedar cut 
on unlocated ground.  He called for new applications for allocation of cedar grounds 
so that the Cedar Grounds could be “duly apportioned,” and gave notice that “all ships 
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bringing in cedar or other timber to Port Jackson, will not be allowed to discharge 
cargo until the Master has reported to Naval Officer and declared the quantity of 
cedar on board, place from where shipped, whether cut on located or unlocated 
ground, and if located ground, the name of the Proprietor”358.  The duty imposed, 
which amounted to 4/2d per 100 feet, was a significant impost on the cedar trade in 
relation to the other costs of production, which Oxley estimated at 12/  per 100 feet 
landed in Sydney359.  It was not levied on cedar from located ground, which conferred a 
considerable commercial advantage on Berry and Wollstonecraft’s cedar operations, 
an aspect not lost on the independent Sydney newspaper, the Monitor360. 
Governor Darling explained to his superiors in London that the halfpenny duty “was 
established as a measure of Policy at the solicitation of the neighbouring 
landholders”361.  The cedar cutters were cutting down the landholders’ timber, 
trespassing on their properties, and practising “vice of the most abominable kinds”362.   
Berry and Wollstonecraft, and Thomas Hyndes at Toolijooah, were the only 
neighbours of the Kiama cedar grounds, and in April 1826 Berry and Wollstonecraft 
had written to the Governor to complain about the “unprotected and perilous state of 
our Establishment upon the Shoal Haven River”363.  Amongst their tales of depredation, 
they referred to “a horde of unlicensed Cedar Cutters, consisting of Sawyers and 
nominal labourers [who] have taken possession of the whole space which intervenes 
between the 5 Islands and our Northern Boundary”.  They were concerned that this 
horde was composed of ticket of leave men364 and runaways, “the most lawless and 
depraved of our Colonial population,” that there were women living with them, and 
that their own convicts were visiting them occasionally and taking advantage of their 
 
358 Government Notice, Sydney Gazette, 21 July 1826. 
359 Oxley, “Report on the Cedar Grounds”. 
360 The Monitor, 18 October 1827, 6; 25 June 1831, 2. 
361 Darling to Hay, Historical Records of Australia 1, xiii, 181. 
362 Sydney Gazette, 1 July 1826, 2. 
363 Berry & Wollstonecraft to Governor Darling, 29 April 1826, Mitchell Library ML MSS 315/8. 
364 It is somewhat ironic that all the sawyers working for Berry and Wollstonecraft at Shoalhaven were either ticket of leave 




abundant supplies of spirits.  Berry and Wollstonecraft asked for a police or military 
presence in their district, but at the time received short shrift from the Governor, who 
instead suggested that it would be a good idea if they were to ensure that one of the 
partners was always at the estate.  The Monitor newspaper, which took a jaundiced 
view of the cedar duty and the role of Berry and Wollstonecraft in its inception, 
suggested that the partners were “aided, abetted, and comforted by Mr M’Leay [the 
Colonial Secretary] and family, who, in those days, were continually trotting up to “the 
crow’s nest” (Wollstonecraft’s home)365.  That there may be some truth to this 
perception is suggested by Macleay’s annotation for the Governor on Berry and 
Wollstonecraft’s letter: “A long but well written Letter on an important subject”. 
In the north, the Australian Agricultural Company, formed in 1824 by English 
investors, had been granted one million acres between Newcastle and the Manning 
River and early in 1826 were setting up their headquarters at Port Stephens.  John 
Macarthur and his son had interests in the Company and may have expressed concern 
to the Governor about cedar cutting in the vicinity of the new settlement.  In any case, 
cedar cutting in the area ceased soon after the Company’s arrival366, as the sawyers 
moved on to the Manning River. 
The Surveyor General was despatched to survey the Crown’s southern cedar grounds 
around Kiama to facilitate their apportionment among applicants for leases.  Oxley 
duly surveyed the cedar grounds and reported to the Colonial Secretary in December 
1826367.  At the time of his survey, subsequent to the issue of the government order, 
effective 1 July 1826, Oxley reported that around forty pairs of sawyers were working in 
the brush, but these reduced numbers compared to the earlier reports of Alexander 
Harris are more likely to reflect movement of the trade to the northern rivers, and the 
Manning River in particular, than the effect of the Government order.  He found that 
the sawyers had an effective method of determining ownership of the cedar amongst 
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themselves, without any disputes, and that apportionment between individuals would 
injure the interests of all parties to the cedar trade.  He instead focussed on defining 
the boundaries between Crown and private lands to prevent disputes between the 
cedar cutters and neighbouring landholders.  Rather than finding incursions by the 
cedar getters onto adjoining private land, he instead found that Berry and 
Wollstonecraft’s sawyers had “from three to four thousand feet cut and laying on the 
Crown lands”368.  Oxley reported that there was little or no cedar remaining on private 
lands in the area, the best having long since been removed. 
In October 1826, four cedar boats were wrecked off the Five Islands369, and in April 1827 
another boat was wrecked on the beach ‘at the Five Islands, called Kyarmara’370 so 
business was clearly continuing as usual at Kiama despite the Governor’s order.  
As cited in Chapter Two, Oxley in his report to the Colonial Secretary commented that 
The fertility of the soil and the advantages of water carriage render the 
lands on which the cedar grows peculiarly well adapted to cultivation by 
small settlers … after the cedar is removed [my emphasis], the quantity of 
such land thus disposable is fully sufficient for 300 families, each receiving 
from 70 to 30 acres.371 
Oxley’s comments illustrate the attitudes of the time to the forest, typified by this 
settler’s poem: 
Long years of bitter labour, the drought year’s scanty gain. 
The sport of chancy seasons, flood, fire and drought again. 
The land of virgin forest, where none had turned a sod. 
I cleared and made this garden, and won the smile of God.372 
 
Within a decade of Oxley’s comments, the township of Kiama was subdivided, and the 
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clearing and cultivating had begun. The drawing in Figure 3.5 was made in 1840, and 
shows already the cleared land behind the beach with the trunks of ringbarked trees 
scattered across the clearing. 
The cedar traders were only interested in the large mature trees, so the cedar getters 
only took around one tree to the acre of rainforest, and quickly exhausted the cedar 
resource.  This is demonstrated by Oxley’s report that there was little or no cedar 
remaining on private land around Kiama by the end of 1826.  The cedar getters moved 
to the Manning River by 1828 and then quickly up the north coast, always staying 
ahead of settlement and one step ahead of authority.  By 1842 they were at the 
Richmond River and by the 1860s the Tweed and over the border to Queensland.  As 
settlers moved into the Kiama and Shoalhaven areas in the later nineteenth century 
and cleared the land for farming, small quantities of cedar continued to be shipped to 
Sydney up to the turn of the century. 
Ulladulla 
In 1827, the Reverend Thomas Kendall, who had recently returned from missionary 
work in New Zealand, obtained the promise of a grant from Governor Darling373.  He 
went to Kiama, but found, as Oxley had reported, that all the cedar had been cut on 
the private lands374.  In 1828 he sailed south along the coast in search of cedar, 
accompanied by two pairs of sawyers and an aboriginal guide who showed him 
Ulladulla harbour and the district’s cedar stands, at the southernmost extent of the 
red cedar’s natural range. 
Kendall took up 1,280 acres close to present day Ulladulla, and began harvesting cedar.  
Between August 1831 and May 1832, he took five cargoes of cedar to Sydney in the 
Brisbane, his single masted cutter similar to the boat shown entering Kiama Harbour 
in 1840 (Figure 3.5).  The use of these small sailing craft for shipping cedar to Sydney, 
and their frequent wrecks with loss of life, has been mentioned earlier in this chapter. 
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On Kendall’s  final voyage later that year the vessel was lost off Jervis Bay with all 
hands, including Thomas Kendall himself.  When George Dent arrived at Currambene 
Creek in 1861 (as discussed in the next chapter) “the local blacks told him that the 
cedar laden vessel, overturned, probably out in the ocean, and drifted into the Bay and 
onto the beach about two miles north of Currambene Creek”. Parts of the wreckage 
were visible for many years375. The death at sea of the Reverend Thomas Kendall serves 
to underline the primitive and hazardous nature of the shipping technology available 
in the colony in the early nineteenth century. 
Three more loads of cedar were sent from Ulladulla by coasters to Sydney in the eight 
months after Kendall’s death before the trade appears to have ceased, with the 
exception of a single cargo of cedar which left Ulladulla in 1843. 
This brief instance of cedar getting at Ulladulla in the 1830s, the southern limit of the 
species’ range, is significant in that it represents the only extension of the forest 
industry south of the Shoalhaven River before 1861. 
 
The Cedar-Getters 
The cedar trade followed the cedar resource up the coast of New South Wales over a 
span of only forty or fifty years. While there has been very little historical research, the 
stories of the cedar getters have become the stuff of legends.  There is also a general 
perception that the cedar getters, a “strange, wild set”376 wantonly destroyed the 
coastal rainforests.  These perceptions of the cedar trade and the cedar getters have 
been coloured by a small collection of contemporary accounts, in which it would be 
fair to say that the cedar getters got a very bad press. 
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A selection of quotes from these contemporary accounts of cedar getters has been 
placed in chronological order and traces the progress of the cedar trade up the coast of 
New South Wales, from the Illawarra and Port Stephens in the 1820s, to the Macleay 
River in the 1840s and the Tweed River by the late 1860s.   
The first superintendent at the Australian Agricultural Company at Port Stephens in 
the mid 1820s described the cedar cutting parties as composed of convicts and other 
people “not remarkable either for humanity or honesty”377, and Governor Darling 
described them as “a very disorderly set of men”378. 
Captain Henderson, writing about his travels through the Macleay district in the 
1840s, described the “strange, wild set” of sawyers and their mates as “comprising in 
general a good proportion of desperate ruffians, they themselves commonly being 
ticket of leave men, or emancipists, a depraved and degraded class” 379. Oddly, he 
describes them as living in “extreme abundance, and, indeed wastefulness, though 
their fare is but simple, consisting only of salt beef, damper, tea and sugar.” Their 
wasteful habits derived apparently from their indulgence in “flour of the finest 
quality”380. 
Contemporaneously, two ex convict timber splitters were described by their employer: 
“Their hands were horny with toil, their faces tanned and tawny; their bodies seemed 
compounds of iron and leather. Hard workers they were, and hard drinkers”.381 
Another later commentator writing about the Tweed River described the cedar getters 
in these terms: 
They must be indifferent to wet, cold, hunger, and fatigue; and learn to 
sleep anywhere, eat anything, and fear nothing.  …  cedar getters are, as a 
rule, neither poetical nor lively, They are the roughest of rough fellows  
muscular as a working bullock, hairy as a chimpanzee, obstinate as a mule, 
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simple as a child, generous as the slave of Aladdin’s lamp.  …  There is a 
good deal of rude honour about the fellows.382 
 
Lionel Gilbert has made the point that the similarities in these descriptions of sawyers 
‘is in part due to the fact that the very same men were being described in different 
places as they moved northward’.383 
All these descriptions were written by educated men of the colonial military and 
middle classes and reflect the class hostility of the time between the free settlers and 
the emancipists that was similarly identified by Ward between pastoral employers and 
employees384. This class hostility is evident in the comments of John Henderson, who 
dismisses all ticket of leave convicts and emancipists as a “depraved and degraded 
class”385.   
These descriptions also bear strong similarities to Ward’s bushworkers of Australian 
legend386. The important difference between cedar getters and pastoral bushworkers is 
that cedar getters were contractors, not employees and not subject to the stringent 
provisions for master/servant relationships contained in the New South Wales Act 
1823.  They were able to have their wives and children with them, unlike most pastoral 
workers whose employers preferred ‘no encumbrances’, and they were much better 
paid than most pastoral workers.  Henderson blamed their perceived depravity in part 
on their comparatively high pay, and “the large sums which they receive at one time”. 
The Impact of the Cedar Getters on the Rainforest 
There has been an entrenched and continuing misconception that the cedar cutters 
cleared the coastal rainforests.  As an example, Geoffrey Bolton described the clearing 
of the Big Scrub on the Richmond River: “stripped of its timber by the muscle and 
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three kilogram axes of the cedar cutters” 387. The Big Scrub was a rainforest of 75,000 
hectares.  Between 1880 and 1910, settlers cleared 70 per cent of it for dairying, sugar 
growing and timber.  This was after the cedar had been cut out by the 1870s.  It was 
the muscle and three kilogram axes of the settlers that cleared the Big Scrub. 
Jervis described the destruction of the cedar:  ‘Today not even a stump remains over 
hundreds of miles of the coastal strip”.388  Apart from the cedar cut and sold, he also 
refers to the large quantities burnt, and the thousands of young trees that were 
ruthlessly destroyed.  However, this was not the work of the cedar cutters but instead 
the work of the settlers that followed the cedar cutters to the fertile soil of the 
rainforests, who cleared the land to plant crops.  
Rather than destroying the rainforest, the sawyers took only the mature cedar trees 
and created local disturbances in the rainforest, which may have encouraged 
regeneration of the cedar, if the rainforests had not subsequently been cleared.  Their 
significance for the long term impact on the rainforest was that they explored the 
coast and identified the coastal rainforests with their fertile soils for the settlers, who 
set about clearing the rainforest for agriculture. Chapter Two has discussed the 
wholesale destruction of Australia’s forests by the settlers. As the chapter points out, 
Keith Hancock famously commented that “the invaders hated trees”389, although as 
Michael Williams noted, “the primary reasons for forest destruction has always been 
the creation of new land in order to grow food”390. 
 
Conclusion 
From 1811 if not earlier until the late 1820s, the Shoalhaven and Illawarra districts were 
the colony’s major source of cedar supplies.  With the demise of the sealing and 
sandalwood markets in the first decade of the nineteenth century, the south coast 
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cedar provided a staple cargo for the small ships of the emancipist Sydney traders, the 
emerging merchant class of the nascent colonial economy.  Cedar was a valuable input 
to the building program of the rapidly growing colony, and contributed to the 
development of associated timber yard, joinery, shipyard and building projects.  
Berry and Wollstonecraft’s cedar operations at their Shoalhaven land grant were, 
however, an early example of colonial resource mining, and of no economic benefit to 
New South Wales.  The three million super feet sawn and exported by Berry and 
Wollstonecraft was either shipped out to England as unprocessed flitches with the 
proceeds applied in England to reduce the partnership’s debts or sent to Hobart to 
make an important contribution to economic development in Van Diemens Land. 
The cedar was harvested and shipped by the technology of Wrigley’s organic economy. 
Pitsaws powered by human muscle sawed the cedar planks; tidal power floated the 
sawn planks down river to the waiting ships at Shoalhaven, and drays powered by 
animal energy carted the sawn planks to the harbour at Kiama; wind powered the 
sailing vessels that carried the planks to Sydney; and they were loaded and unloaded 
by human muscle.   
In the first part of the nineteenth century, the south coast forest industry was focused 
on the rainforests and their valuable cedar resource.  The next chapter will trace 
aspects of the development of the region’s forest industry in the second half of the 





 GOODLET AND SMITH 1860-1900 
 
John Hay Goodlet, the founder and principal of the firm of Goodlet and Smith, was a 
young Scottish migrant who landed in Melbourne in 1852 at the height of the gold 
rushes and made his fortune, not by digging for gold but by supplying the building 
materials needed to house all the new arrivals in Australia after the gold rush.  The 
construction and residential investment boom that followed the gold rushes 
underpinned Australian prosperity until the depression of the 1890s and John Hay 
Goodlet rode the crest of the wave all the way into shore.   
This chapter will first sketch out the economic context over the period from 1850 to 
1890, the years of the gold rush and subsequent thirty year economic boom. It will 
next briefly describe the background to the establishment of the firm, Goodlet and 
Smith, then the firm’s involvement in the timber industry at Jervis Bay from the 1860s 
onward, the earliest example of an established logging and sawmilling enterprise 
south of the Shoalhaven River.  The next section will discuss the firm’s subsequent 
sawmilling activities at Redhead, the south head of Wreck Bay, now the site of the 
village of Bendalong, and finally, their establishment at Kioloa, south of Ulladulla, 
which ended in 1893, in the depths of the 1890s depression. 
The story of Goodlet and Smith’s involvement in the south coast forest industry is an 
early example of corporate attitudes and practices in the regional natural resource 
industries. This chapter will document how the firm exhausted the forest resources at 
Currambene Creek, then Redhead, and finally Kioloa, dismantling and removing all 
their machinery, plant and buildings as they moved on, before finally abandoning 
their south coast operations in 1893. The company never invested in freehold land on 
the south coast, their operations were managed by salaried supervisors, and the firm 




The history of Goodlet and Smith in the south coast forest industry will also sketch 
out developments in logging and sawmilling technology, and the growth of the coastal 
cargo sailing vessel fleet along the coast over the second half of the nineteenth 
century. 
The Economic Context 1850-1900 
By 1861, Australia was entering three decades of prosperity that only ended with the 
Depression of the 1890s.  Over the thirty years, its economic growth was “sustained, 
stable and rapid”: Australian incomes were the highest in the world by 1852 and 
remained so until the early twentieth century391. 
However, at the end of the 1850s the colonies were dealing with the aftermath of the 
violent changes that had occurred during the decade, a time of radical upheaval in the 
colony which would completely transform it. 
Colonial society, politics and economics were massively changed by 1860. 
No subsequent decade in Australian history has witnessed comparative 
upheavals392. 
The beginning of the political transformation was the passing by the British 
Parliament of The Australian Colonies’ Government Act, on 5 August 1850393.  This Act 
provided for limited self government in the colony, and for the separation of Victoria 
from New South Wales.  On 1 July 1851, Victoria formally separated from New South 
Wales, and in 1859 Queensland followed suit.  In 1855 New South Wales and Victoria 
received self government, including control of crown lands.  Manhood suffrage and 
introduction of the secret ballot followed, in 1857 in Victoria and in 1858 in New South 
Wales. 
 
391 Madsen, Jakob B. “Economic Growth and Its Drivers since Settlement,” in The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, 
eds. Simon Ville and Glenn Withers (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 33. 
392 Rodney Maddock and Ian McLean, “Supply-Side Shocks: The Case of Australian Gold,” The Journal of Economic History 
44, no. 4 (December 1984): 1064. 
393 C. Manning H. Clark, Select Documents in Australian History 1788-1850 (Sydney: Angus and Robertson, 1950), 377. 
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The Gold Decade 
At the same time, the two colonies were shaken to the core by announcements of the 
discovery of gold in 1851. There had been discoveries in New South Wales as early as 
1839, but they had not been made public.  Edward Hargraves, who had been at the 
Californian gold fields, discovered gold around Bathurst early in 1851, and reported his 
find to the Colonial Secretary on 3 May, 1851394. Before the month was out, there were 
400 miners working on the diggings395. 
After the New South Wales find was announced, a meeting in Melbourne raised a 
reward of two hundred guineas by private subscription for the discovery of gold within 
two hundred miles of Melbourne.  On 5 July 1851 a party led by Louis Michel found 
gold at Anderson’s Creek, in Melbourne’s north east, and was awarded the two 
hundred guineas’ reward. In August 1851, gold was found near Ballarat. 
 
394 Sir Timothy A. Coghlan, Labour and Industry in Australia, from the First Settlement in 1788 to the Establishment of the 
Commonwealth in 1901, (South Melbourne, Vic: Macmillan of Australia, 1969, vol. 1), 869. 
395 Coghlan, “Labour and Industry,” 563.  Coghlan details the assiduous efforts by Hargreaves to publicise his find, which 




Figure 4.1:  ANDERSON S CREEK GOLD MEMORIAL, WARRANDYTE.  This memorial on the edge of Anderson s 
Creek marks the spot where Louis Michel and his party first found gold.  The creek is now protected within a State 
Park, where panning for gold is still permitted (author s own photo). 
 
During the decade from 1851 to 1861, twenty five million ounces of gold were mined in 
the New South Wales and Victorian gold fields, more than forty per cent of the world’s 
gold output, and in the next decade to 1870, another nineteen million ounces, still one 
third of world output396.  In 2017 terms, the gold yield over the decade totalled £12.1 
billion, most from Victoria with £10.8 billion397.  Over the decade, New South Wales 
yielded just on ten per cent of the Australian total. 
By 1852 Australian Gross Domestic Product per capita was the highest in the world.  
Between 1842 and 1852 Australia had also achieved the highest incomes in the world, 
 
396 Brian Fitzpatrick, The British Empire in Australia: An Economic History 1834-1939 (Melbourne: MacMillan of Australia, 
1969), 102. 
397 Inflation calculator at thom.blake.com.au, based on Retail Price Index.  Accessed 16 May 2018. 
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overtaking the United Kingdom in 1852398.  By 1855, just four years after gold was 
discovered, bank deposits had risen by 500 per cent399. 
The 1850s marked the peak of gold production. Although production declined gently 
over the next thirty years, by the 1880s annual production was still above one million 
ounces400. When gold was discovered in 1851, the population of Australia stood at 
437,665, after more than doubling in each decade since 1800.  By the end of the 1850s 
Australia’s total population had trebled to 1,145,585.  Victoria’s population had 
increased five times: the colony began the decade as a separate colony with a 
population of 97,489; by 1860 its population stood at 538,234.  The New South Wales 
population grew less slowly, but still almost doubled401. 
The thousands who migrated to the gold fields in the 1850s were attracted by alluvial 
mining, with its high returns, low capital requirements and low barriers to entry. An 
aspiring miner needed only his license and some very simple equipment, and the 
means to make his way to the gold fields (and indeed many walked).  Later in the 
1850s the industry turned to more capital intensive reef mining, which required much 
less labour.  By 1861 an estimated 10 per cent of the 83,116 miners on the gold fields 
were employed in quartz mining402, and alluvial mining substantially disappeared 
during the 1860s403. 
Many of the migrant miners had brought their families with them, and Victoria and 
New South Wales entered the 1860s with desperate shortages of housing for their 
greatly increased populations, despite surging building activity during the 1850s. Over 
the decade to 1861, Victoria had increased its permanent building stock from 11,000 to 
78,000 dwellings, and New South Wales over the same time span from nearly 30,000 
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to 64,500404. Impressive though these efforts were, they fell far short of what was 
required for a population that had trebled in size over a decade and was continuing to 
grow strongly405. Although inadequate to meet the needs of a burgeoning population, 
development of the residential building industry in the 1850s laid “the foundations of 
commercial building materials production and of the building and contracting 
industry”406 and formed a base for the growth of local manufacturing of import
competing bulky goods and materials.  
After the initial surge in population of the 1850s, growth continued at unprecedented 
rates over the next thirty years. The New South Wales population increased by around 
forty per cent in each decade from 1860 to 1890; the Victorian population grew more 
slowly but nevertheless more than doubled over the same period407. The two colonies 
also entered a process of urbanisation, as population growth focused on the cities of 
Sydney and Melbourne.  Between 1851 and 1891 both cities grew extraordinarily 
quickly, Sydney by over six times and Melbourne by fifteen times408.  Sir Timothy 
Coghlan calculated that in 1887 more than a third of the total New South Wales 
population lived in Sydney and its suburbs, “a proportion which cannot but be looked 
upon as extraordinary”409, and an increase from just over a quarter in 1871. 
The Long Boom 1861-1890 
In the thirty years from 1861 to 1890, gross national product grew on average by five 
per cent per annum, and in real terms, rose by more than three hundred per cent in 
the forty years from 1861 to 1900410.  Australian incomes were the highest in the world 
and remained so until early in the twentieth century. During the 1950s, Noel Butlin 
compiled the first detailed tabulations of historical national accounts data from Sir 
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Timothy Coghlan’s original unpublished files; his data show that earlier perceptions 
that pastoral investment was the key driver of economic growth were mistaken.  
Pastoral investment was just one of three important avenues of investment over the 
forty years along with residential building and railways411. Residential building 
accounted for around one third of total public and private capital investment in 
Australia and was the most important area of investment over most of the period, 
except for a few years from 1874 to 1881, when large scale capital investment in pastoral 
properties occurred.  The building boom in the 1870s and 1880s “represented the 
biggest building boom in Australia’s history”412. In 1861 New South Wales had 57,412 
permanent dwellings; by 1901 there were 262,558 permanent dwellings.  Over those 
forty years, the number of permanent dwellings had more than quadrupled413. 
Continuing urbanisation meant that most of the new dwellings were built in the city 
of Sydney. 
 
Goodlet and Smith 
It was against this background that John Hay Goodlet (1835 1914)414, a young migrant 
from Leith, Scotland, first arrived in the colonies in 1852.   His maternal grandfather 
and uncle were wealthy businessmen and when he left school he went to work for his 
uncle’s firm, the Edinburgh Roperie and Sailcloth Company, in Leith415 .   In 1852, at 
the height of the Victorian gold rushes he migrated to Melbourne.  The day after 
landing he began work as a clerk with C. & J. Smith, a recently formed firm of Scottish 
timber merchants416 and within a year had been made a partner.  His uncle, in his field 
 
411 Butlin, “Investment,” 47. 
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of business, would have been very aware of the opportunities opening up in Australia 
since the gold discoveries and it seems more likely that his family arranged for 
Goodlet’s position in Melbourne through their Scottish business contacts and 
provided the capital investment required for him to become a partner in the firm than 
the interpretation placed on these events by a close family associate:  “Mr Goodlet 
took advantage of a business opening which met him the day after his landing in 
Melbourne … and he so earnestly applied himself that in about a year … he was a 
partner”417.   
In June 1855 Goodlet when he was just twenty years old took a load of American doors 
to Sydney and was able to sell them at a profit.  He stayed in Sydney for six weeks, 
returned to Melbourne briefly and settled in Sydney in August 1855418.  Goodlet’s later 
remembrance of these events is that he felt the need to strike out on his own, was able 
to sell the doors at a profit and used the capital to set up business on his own in 
Sydney419.  On closer examination of the circumstances, his version may have been a 
somewhat idealised construction of the events.  
In 1855 the Melbourne was undergoing a severe downturn, an aftermath of the gold 
discoveries in 1851.  The discovery of gold had precipitated wildly increased levels of 
immigration as miners and their families flocked to the diggings. In response to these 
initial waves of immigration, speculation in imported goods was rife.  As population 
growth levelled off, the level of imports was out of all proportion to demand, with the 
result that by early 1855, trade was almost paralysed, and goods were being marked 
down at auction to prices at or below the merchants’ costs420. 
It was in these circumstances that Goodlet went to Sydney, as a partner in the firm of 
C & J Smith, with a load of American doors and was able to sell them at a profit. 
During his stay in Sydney he saw opportunities for himself and for the firm to 
establish himself.  He leased a large waterfront site at the foot of Erskine Street in the 
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city, and by April 1856 had also leased a wharf nearby421 .  The Sydney firm operated as 
J. H. Goodlet and Co., shipping logs and timber to Melbourne422  and advertising 
various building materials for sale at their premises at 22 Erskine Street423.   
James Smith, the brother of Goodlet’s Melbourne partners, arrived in Sydney in March 
1857, and commenced work with the firm.  In March 1859 an advertisement advised 
that the partnership between John Hay Goodlet, Charles Smith and John Smith, 
trading as J. H. Goodlet and Co, was now dissolved by mutual consent, and the 
business would be carried on in future by John Hay Goodlet and James Smith, trading 
as Goodlet and Smith424.  James Smith retired in 1881 after a long period of ill health, 
but the firm retained the name for the rest of its existence425.   
 
Jervis Bay 
As the firm of Goodlet and Smith grew, John Goodlet developed his business strategy 
of vertically integrating its supply chain. As early as 1856, Goodlet and Co. had 
imported a boiler and steam engine from Melbourne426 and set up Victoria Steam 
Sawmill at the Erskine Street premises, to saw their own timber.  His attention soon 
turned to sourcing the firm’s own logs, and the opportunity arose after 1861 at 
Currambene Creek, Jervis Bay. 
George Dent, a timber merchant from the Cooks River area of Sydney, had sailed into 
Jervis Bay, just south of the Shoalhaven River, in early May 1861 searching Currambene 
Creek for timber “for the Sydney market”427, which was burgeoning, as described earlier 
in this chapter.  Currambene Creek opens into the bay at the present day town of 
Huskisson, due east of the entrance to the bay.  George Dent set up a timber business 
 
421 Paul Francis Cooper, “John and Ann Goodlet,” 44. 
422 It was reported, for example, in the Sydney Morning Herald, 10 November 1856, that Goodlet and Co had sent 15 logs 
cedar, 40 pairs stocks and 92 pairs of shafts to Melbourne. 
423 One example of many, Empire, 16 September 1856, 5:  advertisements for doors, pitch pine and Baltic red deals. 
424 Sydney Morning Herald, 5 March 1859. 
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there that was the beginnings of the town, and the first documented forest industry 
enterprise south of the Shoalhaven river.  He was soon joined in his endeavours at Jervis 
Bay by Goodlet and Smith. Dent had been a timber merchant at Cooks River and later at 
Murphy’s Wharf in the city, and it is very likely that there were established business 
connections between the two firms.   
 
Figure 4.2:  Present Day Jervis Bay and surrounds. Huskisson and the entrance to Currambene Creek are visible on the 
upper eastern shore of the bay. 
 
Goodlet and Smith’s early involvement at Jervis Bay is evident from contemporary 
newspaper reports.  In the early 1860s Goodlet and Smith recruited William Pearson, a 
Scottish migrant, as agent for the firm in the shipment of logs from Currambene, 
Jervis Bay428.  Pearson went on to manage the firm’s operations on the south coast for 
the rest of his working life.  In 1864 Goodlet and Smith’s driver of a heavy timber 
carriage with five horses was injured carting timber between Tomerong and 
 
428 Obituary, William Pearson, Ulladulla and Milton Times 31 May 1913, 5. 
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Huskisson429.  It was also reported in 1868 that Mrs Pearson, wife of Goodlet and 
Smith’s agent, launched the schooner Margaret and Jane at a Currambene Creek 
shipyard430, evidence that the Pearsons were residents of some importance in the creek 
community. 
Jervis Bay had been first entered by Europeans in August 1791 by Lieutenant Bowen 
R.N., in the convict transport Atlantic on its voyage to Port Jackson. Lt. Bowen gave 
the bay the name of Port Jervis in honour of Sir John Jervis, an English Knight of the 
Bath431.  While the ship was in the bay, they saw “many traces of inhabitants” and two 
kangaroos432.  
Several explorers visited Jervis Bay in the ensuing years, most with a poor opinion of 
the bay and its potential for settlement. George Bass visited the bay in 1797 on his 
whaleboat voyage to Westernport and described the country around the bay as “in 
general barren.  The north side is rocky, brushy and heathy.  The west is low and 
swampy but sandy. … The south is grassy and bushy and might serve for the pasturage 
of cattle”433. In March 1813, Captain Collins of the Matilda tried twice to reach the 
Shoalhaven River from Jervis Bay but both times the expedition’s way was blocked by 
swamps and he reported that “we were all of opinion that a passage overland from 
Jarvis’s Bay to Shoal Haven is perfectly impracticable”434. 
John Oxley, the Surveyor General, gave a damning report of Jervis Bay in early 1820: 
The Country, in the neighbourhood of Jervis Bay, does not offer the 
smallest inducement for the foundation of a Settlement on its Shores, being 
… for the most part Barren and generally deficient in Water except in 
Swamps; the principal Object in Settling this Part must be the facility it 
 
429 Logs were ‘hauled’ using log jinkers, usually by bullocks.  Carriages or wagons ‘carted’ split or sawn timber; the carriage 
would probably have been bringing sawpit-sawn or split timber from Tomerong.  
430 Kiama Independent, 8 October 1868. 
431 Watkin Tench, A Complete Account of the Settlement at Port Jackson, chapter 15, e-books@Adelaide.edu.au, accessed 
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Jervis Road. 
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would afford in conveying the produce of the Interior Coastways; but until 
a practicable communication is found with and across Shoal Haven River 
from the Westward, there is not (independent of such communication) in 
the track [sic] of Country surrounding the Bay, one eligible Spot on which 
an Establishment might be formed435. 
 
Charles Throsby of Moss Vale, hoping to find supplementary pasturage for his cattle, 
had tried very hard to find a route down from the tableland to the Shoalhaven and 
Jervis Bay.  In his journal of an 1818 expedition with James Meehan, he noted that the 
local Aboriginal people called the bay Coorunbun, and the creek at the head of the bay 
Too too ah436.  The bay has retained the name arbitrarily bestowed on it by Lt. Bowen, 
but the creek became known as Currambene Creek, and its aboriginal name survived 
for many years as the name of the creek’s falls, Tootawah Falls437.   
By 1829 land had been reserved for a township site at the mouth of the creek; “Jervis 
Bay” appeared in a list of towns with its “particular situation … at the Mouth of the 
Creek on the Reserve”438, but there was very little interest in development south of the 
Shoalhaven.   When the government announced the Nineteen Counties as the 
boundaries of settlement in 1829, the St. Vincent and Auckland Counties which 
stretched along the coast from the Shoalhaven River to the Moruya River, were the 
only districts at the Limits of Location that were still sparsely settled439. 
By the 1830s Jervis Bay was used for cattle runs by the absentee landlords of several 
large land grants around Jervis Bay. One report of a ship’s visit in 1837 mentioned “a 
rude building” on the shore of the bay, using for salting beef, and referred to “large 
 
435 J Oxley, Surveyor General, “Report to Governor Macquarie,” Historical Records of Australia, I, x, 254-257.  Oxley did 
report on the Shoalhaven River that “estimating the quantity of rich Alluvial Land on both sides of the River at its 
greatest extent, there may probably be ten thousand Acres of Useful Land, upon which a great quantity of good Cedar 
is found growing”.  His report was forwarded to Earl Bathurst on 24 February 1820, and in early 1822 Governor 
Brisbane granted Alexander Berry and Edward Wollstonecraft that same ten thousand acres, as discussed in Chapter 
Three). 
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437 Illawarra Mercury, 24 March 1865, 2. 
438 Sydney Gazette, 4 June 1829, 1. 
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herds of horned cattle” in the wilds of this part of the colony.  Alexander Harris 
mentioned following the tracks of cattle on the narrow peninsula between St Georges 
Basin and southern Jervis Bay440.  Another report in 1841 mentioned two miles into the 
bay from the south head “a very neat cottage and commodious store, which had been 
used by the late Mr Morgan, of Sydney, as the headquarters of a cattle station, for the 
purpose of supplying the Government contract for beef”441. 
Early in the 1840s a scheme was developed by woolgrowers in the Braidwood and 
Nerriga areas442 of the southern tablelands to ship their wool to Sydney from Jervis Bay 
in preference to the long, arduous and expensive overland transport by dray that was 
currently their only option.  Funds were raised by interested parties and the 
Government provided a convict workforce to cut the Wool Road from Nerriga down to 
the coast443.   
Commencement of work on the road provoked a flurry of speculation in property at 
Jervis Bay.  The government had already fixed a township site at Huskisson, where 
land had been reserved for some time.  In 1841 land was sold off in three private 
townships around the bay.  At South Huskisson at the site of the Wool Road terminus 
and the proposed wharf, town lots were sold at prices that represented £117 6s. per 
acre, at a time when the government was selling land for an upset price of 20s. per 
acre444.  Other towns were planned and sold at New Bristol near the south head and at 
Jervis Town on the northern shore of the bay.   
The government as a matter of urgency had its long gazetted township on the 
southern bank of Currambene Creek surveyed, and in February 1843 auctioned off 
fifteen town blocks fronting the creek.  The plan of the original subdivision is shown 
in Figure 4.3. 
 
440 Alexander Harris, “Settlers and Convicts, 171. 
441 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 17 June 1841, 3.  William Morgan was a Sydney businessman who 
was granted 1,150 acres on Currambene Creek, quite a distance away from this location, in 1837. 
442 The two key proponents of the road were Dr Wilson of Braidwood and Colonel Mackenzie of Nerriga, both graziers and 
woolgrowers with large landholdings on the proposed route. 
443 Jervis, “Jervis Bay,” 128. 





Figure 4.3:  Plan of 1843 land subdivision at government township, Huskisson.  New South Wales State Archives, 
Joseph Alexander Dent Primary Application 19776 Series 17513. 
 
The dreams of the investors were never realised.  The Sydney merchants who dealt in 
the wool trade actively discouraged use of the port and only the two key proponents of 
the scheme shipped their wool down to Jervis Bay in the 1842 season.  A severe 
depression in the colony in the early 1840s finally burst the bubble of speculation at 
Jervis Bay.  The township of South Huskisson was left to decay back into the bush.  In 
1908 the only remains were “a Norfolk pine, … a long mound they say was a baker’s 
shop, and a few tumbled stones on the beach that look as if a pier may have been 
there”445.  
 




Figure 4.4:  The “few tumbled stones  at present day Holden Street, Vincentia, site of the 1840s wharf on Jervis Bay446.  
Photo: Joel Verus. 
 
One unfortunate soul, who had invested in the North Huskisson town blocks sold by 
the government in 1843, wrote to the newspaper in 1856 about his worthless 
investment.  No one had settled there “nor has the Government made any effort at 
establishing the town of Huskisson, beyond taking the money of deluded purchasers”.  
He also referred to “the equally worthless town of South Huskisson”447. 
So it was that in 1861, when George Dent sailed into Currambene Creek in his ketch 
the Sarah Dent, to set up his timber getting business, the surveyed town of Huskisson 
remained virgin bush, with only occasional surviving surveyors’ pins to mark the 
streets and town lots set out twenty years before.  It was not surprising that the 
settlers at Tomerong, five miles inland, were delighted and looking forward to seeing 
“this now neglected place, once again become an inhabited spot”448.   
 
446 The “tumbled stones” are of a sandstone local to the escarpment, not to Jervis Bay, and may well have been a by-
product of rock blasting during the construction of the Wool Road (pers. comm. Joel Verus 5 May 2020). 
447 Sydney Morning Herald, 12 March 1856, 8. 
448 “Tamarang Timber,” Illawarra Mercury 17 May 1861, 2. 
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In August of 1861, Dent took up Lots 13 and 14 on the western bank of the creek (see 
Figure 4.3) which like the other blocks on the creek, had never been claimed by their 
buyers after the auction sale449.  He very quickly established two sawpits on the 
waterfront, and before the year was out, had sent 35 logs and 510 slabs of timber to 
Sydney in October 1861, just two months after first arriving on the creek450.   
Slabs were flitches of timber obtained by splitting sections of logs cut to length, used 
in the construction of the settlers’ slab and bark huts, as shown in the photo below: 
 
 Figure 4.5: Example of a Settler s cottage with slab walls and bark roofing. Source:  Gerard Charles Wilson, 
gerardcharleswilson.com. 
The seventeen ton ketch Sarah Dent, bought only in 1861, was sold and replaced in 
1862 by a fifty ton schooner, the Sylvanus451.  By 1864 he and his sons had built another 
ship, the Young Australian, a three masted schooner of 131 tons452, under the direction 
of a shipwright.  Dent sent his new ship to Sydney with a load of timber, described as 
“the finest cargo of hardwood ever seen in this port”453. The hardwood was sold for 
shipbuilding purposes and was well received: “some of the pieces are 70 feet long and 
 
449 New South Wales State Archives, Joseph Alexander Dent Primary Application 19667 Series 17513:  statutory 
declarations by George Thomson, John Wilson and Christopher Joseph Murray. 
450 See Table 4.1. 
451 Both the Sarah Dent and the Sylvanus were built by Thomas Davis at Brisbane Water, and George Dent sold the Sarah 
Dent to Thomas Davis’s brother, Rock, another shipwright of Brisbane Water.  Gwen Dundon, Shipbuilders of Brisbane 
Water (PO Box 202 East Gosford:  Gwen Dundon, 1997), 131-132. 
452 Argus (Melbourne); 15 June 1877, 7. 
453 Empire, 2 April 1864, 5. 
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as straight as arrows.  Have all been squared by the axe and are as true and as smooth 
as if turned out by machinery”454. 
He had “a great timber trade,” and initially shipped the timber from a wharf on his 
creek frontage455. In 1865 a newspaper report from “our Shoalhaven correspondent” 
describes the methods and costs of Dent’s timber operations very well, and the profits 
at that time.  It is worth reporting in full: 
It is strange that our Sydney men of enterprise allow Mr Dent to have all our good 
timber at Jervis Bay to himself.  Mr Dent has been in the timber trade here for the 
last four years. It is a gold digging speculation and no blanks.  Mr Dent has been 
shipping principally the ironbark timber to Sydney; there is yet any quantity to be 
got – particularly a few miles further back, at the Turpentine, where there is an 
endless supply of splendid timber456.  The price paid for squaring is about 6d per 
foot superficial; the drawing within five miles about 6d per foot, and the freight 
about 7d; making altogether about 1s 7d per superficial foot – the cost of ironbark 
one foot square when it reaches Sydney. The profit is very encouraging to any 
enterprising man of spirit, and there is plenty of room at Jervis Bay, and the 
surrounding district”457.   
 
By 1865 when this report was published, John Hay Goodlet, the epitome of a Sydney man 
of enterprise, already had a timber getting business well entrenched on the creek. 
Within a few years Dent had established a steam sawmill on the creek frontage458, and 
in 1868 took out a special lease of two acres as marked on Figure 4.1, on the corner of 
Owen and Currambene Streets, for the purpose of a wharf.  He also established a 
shipbuilding yard on the creek frontage, and between 1864 to 1879 turned out sixteen 
ships, ranging from the Missie, a fifty ton schooner, to the Duke of Edinburgh, a 240 
ton three masted schooner.  
The first sawmills in the colony were water and animal powered.  Peter Degraves and 
Major Mackintosh built a water powered mill, the first in Tasmania, at Cascade, near 
 
454 ibid.  
455 John Wilson, “Statutory declaration,” New South Wales State Archives, Primary Application 19667. 
456 The area referred to as ‘the Turpentine’ in this report lies due west of the town of Tomerong. 
457 Empire, 15 August 1865, 3. 
458 John Wilson, “Statutory Declaration”. 
 
113  
Hobart, in 1825459. At about the same time Daniel Matthew built a mill powered by 
bullocks at Cowan Forest, in what is now the North Shore district of Sydney. His 
sawmill was the first in New South Wales. By the mid 1830s, Daniel Matthew had cut 
out most of the timber on his land and moved on to other enterprises460. The first 
steam powered sawmills were established in 1838; a steam sawmill was established in 
Bathurst Street, Sydney461, and another at Woodstock, near Kiama. The Woodstock 
sawmill was partly powered by water and partly by steam, and was the first in the 
colony to be equipped with a circular saw462.  
The steam engine was developed in England in the eighteenth century. Joel Mokyr has 
described its invention as “conceptually one of the most radical inventions ever 
made”463. In the organic economy, thermal or heat energy was obtained from wood or 
coal, and kinetic or mechanical energy from animal or human muscle, wind and water, 
and they were completely separate forms of energy. As Mokyr noted, “wood and fossil 
fuels could not be used to produce motion and watermills could not produce heat”464. 
The significance of the steam engine was that it was able for the first time to convert 
heat energy into mechanical energy. 
The first successful steam engine was developed by Thomas Newcomen in 1712 to drive 
a pump to remove water from mines465. It was extremely inefficient, and used large 
amounts of coal, so was only economically viable if based at the pithead to minimise 
costs. James Watt developed the engine further, and in 1769 patented his engine with 
a separate condenser, which significantly improved its efficiency466. However adoption 
of the new technology was slow; in England it was only in 1830 that the power 
 
459 Cecil Allport, “Degraves and the first sawmill in Van Diemen’s Land”, in John Dargavel, ed., Sawing, Selling and Sons: 
Histories of Australian Timber Firms (Canberra: Centre for Resource and Environmental Studies, 1988), 24. 
460 Hawkins, “The Convict Timbergetters”, 88-89. 
461 John Dargavel, “Sawing, Selling and Sons”, 20. 
462 Godfrey J. R. Linge, Industrial Awakening: a Geography of Australian Manufacturing 1788 to 1890 (Canberra, Australian 
National University Press, 1979). Woodstock Saw Mills advertised for “Circular Bench Sawyer, expert in his trade”, in 
the Sydney Morning Herald, 10 September 1842, p8. 
463 Joel Mokyr, “Editor’s Introduction: The New Economic History and the Industrial Revolution”, in Joel Mokyr, ed., The 
British Industrial Revolution: an Economic Perspective (Boulder, Col.: Westview Press, 1998) 14/ 
464 Ibid. 
465 Carl Lira, https://www.egr.msu.edu/~lira/supp/steam. 
466 Richard L. Hills, “The Development of the Steam Engine from Watt to Stephenson”, History of Technology 25, 2004. 
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generated by steam was equal to that generated by water467. Not many locations in 
Australia have access to reliable quantities of water for power, so steam rapidly 
became the main power source in this country. In England and in Australia, steam 
engines were the dominant source of power well into the twentieth century: steam 
engines were the source of ninety per cent of England’s power in 1925468, and the 
histories of south coast sawmills set out in this study suggest that observation would 
be equally valid in New South Wales sawmilling. 
A comparison of the power of organic and steam prime movers demonstrates the how 
steam power transformed the New South Wales organic economy. Heavy animals such 
as bullocks could deliver power at average rates of 800 Watts, water wheels at 4 
kiloWatts469. Watt’s 1769 steam engine, discussed below, delivered rates of 20 
kiloWatts. In 1870, a steam engine installed at a Nelligen wheelwright’s shop, 
discussed in Chapter Five, delivered 13 kiloWatts, twice as much as a team of bullocks. 
The introduction of steam engines into the south coast sawmills increased the 
efficiency and speed of processing logs, and increased the demand for logs from the 
forest, and hence pressure on the forest resources, accordingly. 
While Dent’s establishment at Currambene Creek was the first documented timber 
producing enterprise south of the Shoalhaven River, it may not have been the first 
steam sawmill in the region. Messrs Goodin, Hicks and Brown established a steam 
sawmill at the head of Tuross Lake in 1866 which supplied a local market driven by 
gold mining and dairy farming, and sent regular shipments of timber to Sydney470.  
The Tuross sawmill sent its first shipment of timber to Sydney in 1867, and for the next 
few years sent around 80 90,000 super feet of sawn timber annually. In 1871 they filled 
a contract for the Sydney General Post Office for boxwood joists measuring fourteen 
 
467 Nicholas Crafts, “Steam as a General Purpose Technology: a Growth Accounting Perspective”, The Economic Journal, 
114 no 495, 338. 
468 Vaclav Smil, Creating the Twentieth Century: Technical Innovations of 1867-1914 and Their Lasting Impact (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005) 20. 
469 A Watt unit is a measure of the rate of doing work, or power. 
470 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 10 August 1878, 232. 
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to twenty feet471, and in 1875 they sent over 150,000 super feet of sawn timber to 
Sydney, suggesting another large supply contract.   
Interestingly, it seems that Goodlet and Smith may have also had some involvement in 
the Tuross Lake sawmilling business.  In 1869 Goodin and Hicks were registered as the 
owners of the ketch Mary Ann used to transport sawn timber to Sydney472, but when 
she was wrecked at the mouth of Tuross Lake in March 1870, the Sydney Morning 
Herald reported her owners as “Messrs Goodlet and Co., sawmill proprietors, Tuross 
River, Moruya”473. 
Goodlet and Smith’s connection with the Tuross Lake mill was not a lasting one, 
neither it seems were Goodin’s partnership arrangements.  In 1878 the sawmill “owned 
by Mr Goodin” was described as the principal industry of the settlement of Turlinjah, 
“which does a considerable local trade, with an occasional shipment to Sydney”474. 
In 1881 the sawmill was tragically destroyed when the boiler exploded, killing the 
owner’s son, and severely scalding and injuring the other members of the mill crew.   
“The boiler was torn asunder and thrown with terrific force a distance of about twenty 
yards.  The massive iron wheels were smashed and bent as if composed of the most 
delicate wire”.  The boy who was killed was thrown to the other end of the mill, in a 
“mangled, scalded and unconscious state” 475. 
The photograph below shows the “massive iron wheels” of a sawmill steam engine.  
Their size can be judged by comparison with the truck parked beside the rear wheel, 
giving some indication of the force of the explosion.   
 
471 Australian Town and Country Journal 28 October 1871, 10-11. 
472 Gwen Dundon, “Shipbuilders of Brisbane Water,” 186. 
473 Sydney Morning Herald, 29 March 1870, 4.  
474 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 10 August 1878, 232. 




Figure 4.6:  The wheels of a restored sawmill steam engine at Wandandian, New South Wales.  Their size can be 
judged by comparison with the truck parked behind them. The machinery dates from the turn of the twentieth century 
and was used for many years in a sawmill near Kempsey.  Photo courtesy of Bill Childs. 
 
In the same year that the explosion occurred, all shipping in and out of Tuross ceased 
when the bar closed for over a decade.   
Table 4.1 summarises the wood products shipped from Currambene Creek into Sydney 
from 1861 when Dent commenced operations to 1886, when regular press reporting of 
“coasters inward” ceased.  In later years these figures include timber sent from W. R. 
Elyard & Co’s steam sawmill, established in the early 1870s a few kilometres up the 
creek on its northern bank476.  This mill cut around 12,000 feet of timber each week 
which was sent down by punt to the mouth of the creek for transport to Sydney so was 
included in the aggregate totals in Table 4.1.  The table shows an extraordinary volume 
of sawn timber and logs processed and shipped out of the creek over these years given 
that it was done with twelve horsepower steam, bullock and horse, sail and manpower.   
 
476 Telegraph and Shoalhaven Advertiser, 16 October 1876, 2. 
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1861 16,000 35 510 slabs 
1862 141,000 54 2,800 felloes, 1,000 spokes, 63 pairs shafts 
1863 328,000 125 1,000 palings, 2,700 felloes 
1864 361,000 535 400 palings, 2,600 felloes, 600 spokes, 172 pairs shafts 
1865 490,000 306 500 posts and rails, 400 palings, 14,301 felloes, 7,000 spokes, 
100 pairs spokes 
1866 519,900 106 500 palings, 2,000 spokes 
1867 812,802 111  
1868 703,000 35 278 posts and rails, 7,800 palings 
1869 891,500 12  
1870 815,394 32  
1871 173,000 89  
1872 463,000 636 40,000 shingles, 5 tons firewood 
1873 384,000 479 98 piles, 90 beams, 6 girders 
1874 390,000 1,495 70 piles, 109 beams, 7 girders 
1875 259,600 1,883 189 piles, 93 beams, 89 girders, 20,000 laths 
1876 134,000 1,442 4,780 posts and rails, 4 beams 
1877 139,000 400 100 posts and rails 
1878 179,000 457 38 beams 
1879 266,000 235  
1880 356,654 44 640 palings 
1881 180,000 214  
1882 199,000 471  
1883 191,500 304  
1884 62,000 178  
1885 326,000 120  
1886 341,000 32  
TOTAL 9,122,350 9,885  
 
In 1871 a newspaper report commented about Currambene Creek that 
the country about Jervis Bay has become famous for its fine timber.  A good 
timber trade has sprung up principally under Messrs. Dent and Goodlet 
 
477 These data have been derived from the Coasters Inward listings of Sydney daily papers, mainly the Sydney Morning 
Herald and Australian Town and Country Journal, for the period.  They represent minimums; some arrivals may not 
have been published, some may have been incorrectly noted, and some may not have been captured by my methods.   
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and Smith …  The edges of the shore were lined with hundreds of immense 
logs of splendid timber, the property of these firms478. 
 
Table 4.1 also shows how the mix of products changed over the years.  In the first few 
years increasing quantities of both sawn timber and logs were shipped out, as well as 
small quantities of fencing and wheelwright timbers, but in the mid 1860s when Dent 
established a sawmill on Lots 13 and 14, the focus turned to sawn timber.  After 1870 
the production of sawn timber declined in favour of logs, with hewn piles, beams and 
girders making up the mix.  The piles, of ironbark, were used in the construction of 
Sydney Harbour’s wharves.   
The immense quantities of logs shipped out in the mid 1870s may reflect Goodlet and 
Smith’s stocking up on log supplies for their Pyrmont sawmills in preparation for the 
impending move of their operations to Redhead.  Of the 9,885 logs shipped from the 
creek between 1861 and 1886, just on half were sent in three years:  1874, 1875 and 1876.  
By the mid 1870s, Goodlet and Smith had heard of a “magnificent belt of timber” near 
Redhead, some miles south of Jervis Bay on the south head of Wreck Bay479, and 
decided to construct a sawmill there480.  Bearing in mind that over 7,000 “immense” 
logs were shipped out of Currambene Creek up to 1877, it is very likely that the supply 
of logs, if not exhausted, was more and more distant from the creek and that the more 
desired species such as spotted gum, blackbutt and ironbark were becoming scarcer.  
There are hints in the archives: a newspaper report from 1888 writes “In the early days 
of settlement, this district possessed timbers  particularly cedar481 and spotted gum  
which could not be surpassed anywhere”482 .   A shipwright who first moved there in 
 
478 Australian Town and Country Journal, 23 September 1871, 10-11. 
479 The village now established in the area is known as Bendalong. 
480 “Obituary, William Pearson”. 
481 The cedar grounds extended from the Shoalhaven River and Kangaroo Valley to Kiama, as discussed in Chapter 3, with 
an outlying population around Ulladulla, and did not include Jervis Bay.  The range of spotted gum (Corymbia 
maculata) extends from Jervis Bay to Bermagui.   
482 Australian Star, 16 July 1888, 3. 
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1867 referred in 1908 to “when the timber cut out” as a cause of the school shutting 
down for lack of pupils483. 
George Dent and his family settled at Huskisson and continued as successful 
shipbuilders and sawmillers484.  The photograph in Figure 4.7, taken from the 
Huskisson wharf in 1916, shows their shipyard and the sawmill behind it with logs 
stacked ready for breaking down, demonstrating that the mill was still operating at 
that time.  The Dents built the Manly ferry, the Lady Denman, which saw service on 
Sydney Harbour for many years.  It was eventually towed back to Huskisson in the 
1980s by a group of intrepid locals; it has become the centrepiece of the Jervis Bay 
Maritime Museum at Huskisson. 
 
Figure 4. 7: View from Huskisson wharf toward the Dent establishment at Huskisson, on Lots 13 and 14 (see Figure 2).  
Just behind the shipyard can be seen the flat iron roof of the sawmill, logs stacked behind it, and behind that again, the 
cottage fronting onto Sydney Street.  A close look shows washing hanging on the old style line with centre prop, just 
below the cottage. Source: “Shoalhaven in the Twentieth Century : Facebook group. 
 
 
483 Sydney Morning Herald, 13 October 1908,7. 




When Goodlet and Smith decided to move their south coast operations to Redhead, 
their manager of operations at Jervis Bay, William Pearson, was sent down with a team 
of men to prepare for the move485.  The records of timber cargoes from Redhead 
suggest that they made the move in late 1875, even though the sawmill did not 
commence operations until mid 1878.  Published Sydney reports of coastal shipping 
cargoes show that Goodlet and Smith’s vessel, the Esther Maria, was taking regular 
loads of timber from Redhead to Sydney from November 1875 onward.  The “Coasters 
Inward” newspaper reports show that up until late 1877 she took a total of 243,000 
super feet in thirteen loads. William and Alexander, usually engaged in shipping 
timber from Currambene Creek, took one load from Redhead in November 1877.  
Before the sawmill was built, only manual methods of production were available, and  
Table 4.2: TIMBER CARGOES SHIPPED FROM REDHEAD 1875-1886486 
Years Sawn Timber Logs 
1875 37,000   
1876 92,000 38 
1877 134,000 68 
1878 34,000 235 
1879 400,000   
1880 750,000   
1881 843,000   
1882 1,253,000   
1883 771,000   
1884 930,000   
1885 160,000   
Totals 5,404,000 341 
 
485 “Obituary, William Pearson”. 
486 As with Table 4.1, these data have been derived from the Coasters Inward listings of Sydney daily papers, mainly the 
Sydney Morning Herald and Australian Town and Country Journal, for the period.  They represent minimums; some 
arrivals may not have been published, some may have been incorrectly noted, and some may not have been captured 





the timber shipped to Sydney is  likely to have been produced by splitters and/or 
sawyers and sawpits.  The timber cargoes ceased in November 1877, and from then 
until the opening of the mill in August 1878 the Esther Maria took twelve loads of logs. 
Certainly, fellers, sawyers, splitters and bullock teams had been working for Goodlet 
and Smith in the district from late 1875.  It is interesting that according to Table 4.1, 
over the three years from 1874 to 1876 an average of 1,607 logs were shipped out of 
Jervis Bay, but in 1877 only 400 logs were sent.  This may reflect the turning of Goodlet 
and Smith’s attention to their new forest at Redhead, but it may also reflect a decline 
in the supply of logs within an economic distance of Currambene Creek. The 
quantities shipped from Redhead between 1881 and 1884 were quite extraordinary, 
particularly in 1882, given the constraints on production posed by the machinery and 
infrastructure of the day. By comparison, Tom Davis’s sawmill at Tomerong in the 
1960s, equipped with a twin Canadian breaking down saw, electric power, motor 
winches and motorised logging transport, employing around fifteen men, could turn 
out a best case maximum of three million super feet sawn timber per year487. 
The sawmill was completed and commenced operations in early August, 1878488, and 
within a month of the mill opening, an application was made for a school to be 
established at the new settlement for 43 children of the mill employees489.   The mill 
was expected to turn out about 25,000 super feet each week, and at that rate was 
expected to take about ten years to exhaust the timber within a ten mile radius of the 
mill490. 
 
487 Estimate from personal knowledge. 
488 Evening News, 10 August 1878. 
489 Alex McAndrew, Tales out of School in the Milton-Ulladulla District from Conjola to Kioloa (79 Dunlop Street Epping: 





Figure 4.8:  Present day ruins of the Redhead sawmill boiler house, on the foreshore at the southern headland of 
Wreck Bay.  The gentleman in the Panama hat, Toby Davis, is inspecting the handiwork of his grandfather Edward 
Davis who rebuilt the Redhead mill in 1918. Author s own photo. 
  
In 1883, it was reported that a small township had sprung up around the mill, which 
was employing around thirty men, turning out an average 40,000 super feet each 
week, and cutting principally blackbutt (Eucalyptus pilularis).  The mill consisted of a 
twenty five horsepower engine, a breaking down frame, three circular benches, and a 
shingling machine491.  Between 1879 and 1884 the timber cargo data in Table 4.2 show 
that the mill cut an average of just under 790,000 super feet annually.  Remembering 
that these data can only be taken as minimums, the production figures are in accord 
with the contemporary published estimates. 
In 1879 Goodlet and Smith applied for a Special Lease of 71 acres over the headland at 
Redhead where the sawmill was situated.  Their application was granted, with the 
proviso that the public retain access to the small harbour at the site492.  It was also in 
1879 that the fifty ton Esther Maria, which carried around 19,000 super feet of timber, 
was replaced on the Wreck Bay to Sydney run by the 163 ton schooner Samoa, a 
former island slave trader, which carried 60,000 super feet493.  As Table 4.2 shows, the 
Esther Maria did continue to take occasional cargoes from Redhead in 1881494. 
 
491 Australian Town and Country Journal, 20 January 1883, 24. 
492 New South Wales Government Gazette, 13 May 1879 [Issue No. 166], Page 2121. 
493 Sydney Morning Herald, 24 May 1879, 1. 
494 The Esther Maria was sunk in February 1882 on her way to Jervis Bay when the SS Kameruka collided with her.  
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Goodlet and Smith’s Victoria Sawmills establishment at Pyrmont is pictured in 1880 in 
Figure 4.8 below, with one of the vessels that carried their timber moored at the 
wharf. 
 
Figure 4.9: Goodlet and Smith s Pyrmont establishment, the Victoria Sawmills.  Courtesy of City of Sydney Archives, 
File No 086/086926, Graeme Andrews ‘Working Harbour Collection :  86926.  Photo SGP SH 1462. 
 
The Pyrmont sawmill cut over 100,000 feet of timber each week and with the 
carpentry workshop on the floor above, employed 150 men.  Steam travelling cranes on 
the waterfront lifted hardwood logs out of the ship’s hold and carried them direct to 
the breaking down saws; in this way the logs could be handled easily by two or three 
men495.  The logs seen chained together and floating in the harbour are cedar from the 
northern rivers, used for joinery in the carpentry workshop496.  
 
495 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser 6 October 1877 p 425. 
496 For example, the Sydney Morning Herald 14 January 1880 included in its ‘Coasters Inward’ section the Lady of Lorne 
from Yambuckra (the present day Nambucca), with 49 logs of cedar.  Australian cedar (Toona ciliata) floats in water, 
unlike our eucalypts.  As the photo shows, the chained together logs make a fine swimming platform for the boys 
skinny dipping in the harbour. 
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By 1885, Goodlet and Smith were already in the process of moving the mill further 
down the coast to Kioloa.  In February 1885 Goodlet and Smith transferred all the 
machinery and plant, buildings, the school (with its furniture), and the men and their 
families, to Kioloa.  The Samoa took her last cargo of timber from Redhead in August 
1885497.  Goodlet and Smith retained the site at Redhead for the purpose of shipping 
logs; the Crown Lands Bailiff in February 1886 reported that a wharf, crane, pump and 
two slab cottages remained at the Redhead site, but all the sawmill machinery and 
plant had been removed to Kioloa498. The Redhead mill was rebuilt in 1918 for Kirton 
and Earnshaw, another Sydney firm of sawmillers and shipowners, but it too was a 
short lived venture.  In mid 1926 they leased it out to a partnership of three young 
men who had worked in the mill499, but in November 1926 it burned down, with an 




Kioloa, a further sixty kilometres south of Redhead, and forty kilometres north of 
Batemans Bay, is on a small headland that provides some shelter from south easterly 
winds.  Just to its north was the Murramarang estate of 5,000 acres, first established in 
1829, when Sydney Stephen took possession of a grant of 2,560 acres, and William 
Turney Morris took possession of a neighbouring property of 1,960 acres501.  Stephen 
purchased Morris’s property in 1835.  In 1838 when he applied for an additional grant 
of land at Comberton Grange just south of Nowra, he supplied a schedule of 
improvements at Murramarang that suggests an extensive investment in developing 
 
497 Sydney Morning Herald, 29 August 1885, 12. 
498 Report by Crown Lands Bailiff, 14 February 1886, New South Wales State Archives, 10/11248. 
499 Disclosure: Those three young men were my grandfather, Manning Davis, and two of his brothers-in-law, Jack Reid and 
Fred Tetley.  
500 Braidwood Despatch and Mining Journal, 12 November 1926, 2. 
501 Bruce Hamon,. They came to Murramarang:  a history of Murramarang, Kioloa and Bawley Point. Alistair Greig & Sue 
Feary, eds. (Revised Edition, Acton ACT: ANU Press, 2015). Retrieved from http://press.anu.edu.au, 66. 
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the property as a farming estate502.  In 1838 he sold both holdings at Murramarang to a 
Sydney solicitor named Carr and moved his estate (including his assigned convicts) to 
Comberton Grange, where he had been successful in his grant application and 
obtained a grant of 2,560 acres.   
The new owner increased the size of the original holding of Murramarang by 
purchasing an 860 acre block on the southern boundary, making a total estate of over 
5,000 acres.  In 1843 he arranged for Surveyor Larmer to survey a plan for the village of 
Kioloa503 but this was cancelled in 1915504.  In 1854, when Carr died, a family named 
Evans bought the property and owned it well into the twentieth century. 
Murramarang estate was a privately held farming enterprise, so when the timber 
industry was expanding down the south coast at the height of the building investment 
boom in the 1870s and 1880s, attention soon turned to Kioloa, as it was Crown land 
available for logging and sawmilling. 
In the early 1880s there was a flurry of interest in the forests around Kioloa.  In 1881 
John McMillan of South Durras was granted a two acre special lease for a sawmill, 
shown in Figure 4.10, an 1885 surveyor’s map505.  In 1885 John McMillan applied for 
another special lease of two acres for a jetty for sawmill506, so McMillan at that time 
was clearly continuing to plan for a sawmill at Kioloa. The map also shows (in pencil) 
a two acre lease for a sawmill, and associated jetty, granted to Soulby and Woon in 
1883.  Harper Henry Soulby and Joseph C Woon were brothers in law, and early 
pioneers in the timber industry at Clyde River and Batemans Bay as the next chapter 
will show.   
 
 
502 Hamon, “They Came to Murramarang,” 82. 
503 Richard E. Barwick, The Edith and Joy London Foundation:  a Concise History (Canberra:  Australian National University, 
1998). 
504 Hamon, “They Came to Murramarang,” 44. 
505 New South Wales Government Gazette 1 April 1881 (No 126), p 1820. 




Figure 4.10:  Surveyor s map of Kioloa showing special leases for sawmills as at 1885. New South Wales State Archives, 
10/11248. Not shown on the map is a mill reported to be operating in 1882:  “At Kioloa, south of here [Ulladulla], where 
there is an abundance of fine timber, Mr Ireland s mill is now in full work. 507 
John McMillan did not proceed with his plans for a sawmill at Kioloa, nor did Soulby 
and Woon.  There is no evidence of Ireland’s mill apart from that one newspaper 
report, nor is there any mention in the Government Gazette of land being leased for 
that mill.    
The plan that did come to fruition was that of Goodlet and Smith. Figure 4.10 also 
shows the triangular two acre special lease granted to Goodlet and Smith for a sawmill 
from January 1885 to December 1889508 as well as the lease for a wharf from January 
 
507 Australian Town and Country Journal, 3 June 1882, 15. 
508 New South Wales Government Gazette 1 December 1885 (No 573), 7710; sawmill only. 
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1886 to December 1890509.  In February 1885, as previously noted, the firm removed all 
the sawmill buildings, machinery and plant, along with the school and all the 
millworkers and their families, from Redhead and re established the sawmill on the 
special lease at Kioloa. 
In the meantime, Goodlet and Smith had expanded their timber getting and 
sawmilling operations to the north coast with the purchase in 1883 of a sawmill at 
Coolongolook, at the head of the Coolongolook River running into Wallis Lake510.  
That mill ran for many years; in 1923 a newspaper report referred to it as a ”splendid 
sawmilling plant which is in full swing today,” employing around fourteen millhands 
as well as bush crews and still under the management of the same company511.  1883 
also saw the purchase of a schooner, Shannon, built in 1880 by a local shipbuilder, 
William Brisbane Piper.  The Shannon ran to Cape Hawke from the time of her launch 
in 1880 until 1925.  The photo below shows her tied up at a wharf stacked with timber, 
likely at Tuncurry.   
 
 
Figure 4 11:  The schooner Shannon.  Withycombe, Robert Morse, [Coastal schooner Shannon, moored beside wharf 
stacked with timber, Northern Rivers, New South Wales] [picture] / Robert Morse Withycombe [189 ].  National 
Library of Australia, https://nla.gov.au/nla.obj 145985225. 
 
509 New South Wales Government Gazette 16 March 1886 (No 160), 1806; lease of sawmill and wharf from 1 January 1886 
to 31 December 1890. 
510 Sydney Morning Herald 2 May 1883, 14. 
511 Wingham Chronicle and Manning River Observer, 26 June 1923, 2. 
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The company was also importing timber from the Pacific Northwest region of the 
United States.  In 1883 they purchased the Nineveh, a fast Aberdeen clipper which had 
been popular on the London to Australia passenger route, and were importing timber 
from Puget Sound, the centre at the time of the American Douglas fir (known as 
“Oregon” pine in Australia) Pacific trade512.    
This flurry of expansion in Goodlet and Smith’s timber operations was in reaction to a 
surge in residential investment in New South Wales, particularly the Sydney market.  
It was unfortunate for the firm that the investment bubble was unsustainable and 
short lived, as discussed below. 
In the 1880s a classic property bubble had developed as builders turned to speculative 
building ahead of demand, with easy credit to fuel the boom. The ratio of credit to 
gross domestic product more than doubled over the decade513.  A measure of the size 
of the surge in investment is that while over the forty years from 1861 to 1891 an 
average five thousand dwellings were added to the NSW housing stock every year, 
during the 1880s the annual average was ten thousand514.  However, immigration and 
the net increase in population slowed markedly from 1887. As a result, while the 
number of dwellings in NSW rose by sixty five per cent between 1881 and 1891, the 
population grew by only fifty per cent515, and in 1891 seven per cent of NSW houses 
were vacant516.  When the bubble inevitably burst, it occurred not because of reduced 
availability of credit, but because of reduced demand as population grew more slowly 
later in the 1880s.  NSW was the first to experience the slump as immigration slowed, 
with a slight fall in residential investment in 1888, followed by a sharp decline in 
residential investment in 1889.  Victoria’s decline began in 1889.  During the building 
 
512 See for example, Evening News 6 July 1888, 4:  notice of the Nineveh arriving from Puget Sound with a large cargo of 
timber for Messrs Goodlet and Smith. 
513 Jakob B. Madsen, , “Economic Growth and Its Drivers since Settlement”. 
514 Butlin, “Investment,” 229. 
515 Butlin, “Investment,” 425. 
516 Butlin, “Investment,” 427. 




more restrained levels of the 1870s.  Noel Butlin has marked the period of the New 
South Wales building boom as 1881 1885519.   
As Chart 4.1 shows, the Victorian housing investment bubble was somewhat later than 
New South Wales and much more pronounced than the other states.  It reached its 
peak in the late 1880s but its decline in the early 1890s was dramatic.  In 1893 real 
estate had fallen by fifty per cent in value in the city of Melbourne since its peak in 
1890, and in the suburbs it had become “practically unsaleable”520. 
Details of Goodlet and Smith’s investment in its Kioloa operation are available from a 
prospectus published in 1890 when John Goodlet floated the company, to be registered 
under the Companies Act, with 220,000 shares of £1 each.  He retained 150,000 shares 
and continued to act as managing director of the new firm.  The Pyrmont sawmill 
complex was valued at £24,786, the Kioloa sawmill at £4,950, and the Coolongolook 
mill at £3,085.  Included in the Kioloa sawmill valuation were twenty horses, with their 
traces, chains, harness and general working plant, and seven miles of tramlines and 
tram trucks521.  Rather than hauling logs to the mill by bullock teams, Goodlet and 
Smith had invested at Kioloa in an extensive network of tramlines.  Bullock teams 
were used to haul logs from where they were felled in the bush, to the sides of the 
tram tracks, where they were collected, loaded onto the tram trucks and hauled on 
wooden rails into the mill by horse teams.  Figure 4.13 shows one of the Kioloa horse 
teams. 
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Figure 4.13.  A horse team hauling logs into Kioloa mill. Source:  Hamon, “They Came to Murramarang . 
 
 
Figure 4.14:  Map of Murramarang to Batemans Bay showing the sawmill tramways established in the area (marked in 




The nearby Bawley Point mill which opened in 1893 also developed a tramline and 
horse teams for bringing logs to the mill.  The Bawley Point mill operated until the 
early 1920s, and its tramways extend much further than those of the Kioloa mill which 
ceased operation in 1893 after less than a decade.  
A visitor to the Kioloa sawmill in early 1893 reported that the mill was sending 140,000 to 
150,000 super feet of timber to Sydney each month, and that they were experiencing 
difficulty in locating suitable logs.  By this time, the tramline had been extended out to 
nine miles in length.  The Samoa, which usually carried loads of 60,000 super feet of 
timber, was reported to have made seventeen trips between the mill and Sydney in the 
past six months.  The report also described the conditions for the thirty strong workforce 
at the mill, who worked ten hour days and earned about £2 10s weekly522. 
This early 1893 report of the Kioloa operations gave no hint of the severe economic 
depression which had befallen the Australian economy. The 1890s depression was 
“both deep and protracted”523.  Measured in per capita real Gross Domestic Product 
terms, incomes fell by 22 per cent by 1895 and took twenty years, to 1909, to recover to 
their 1889 levels524. Victoria and to a lesser extent, New South Wales, bore the brunt of 
the impact.  From the trough of the depression to recovery, the New South Wales 
economy took ten years, and Victoria took fifteen long years, to 1907/8525.  
The level of building speculation in the 1880s had relied on high rates of continuing 
immigration, but by the 1890s net migration was negative; in the decade from 1892 to 
1901, the net migration share of population increase averaged 1.31 per cent526.  In the 
decade to 1900, New South Wales population growth slowed to 18 per cent. When the 
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housing investment bubble burst (in New South Wales in the late 1880s, in Victoria in 
the early 1890s, as Chart 4.1 shows), property values fell catastrophically and the 
financial institutions that had funded the speculation found themselves with deeply 
compromised loan securities.  In New South Wales, bank assets declined by one 
quarter between 1891 and 1901, and in Victoria, by one third527.  
The precarious position of the banks was much worsened by the Barings Crisis of 1890, 
when Barings Bank in England almost went bankrupt due to risky investments in 
Argentina528. British investors became wary of investing in Australia, and there was a 
sharp reversal of capital inflows to Australia in 1891 and 1892.  A financial crisis 
resulted, and many financial institutions collapsed529.  From 1891 to 1893 fifty four 
financial intermediaries closed, and more than thirty of these did not reopen.  The 
building society sector which had been less involved in overseas borrowings but highly 
exposed to speculative residential investment, had contracted by eighty per cent by 
1900530.  The trading banks had been most exposed to overseas borrowings and highly 
leveraged investment; in early 1893 thirteen of the twenty three trading banks closed 
their doors, and twelve underwent reconstruction before reopening later in the year531.   
The conditions of the bank reconstructions required strictly controlled credit policies, 
and David Merrett has attributed much of the drawn out nature of the 1890s 
depression to this consequence of the banking crisis of 1893, and the severely 
contractionary credit policies that remained in place for the rest of the 1890s532.  
The onset of what became known as the Federation Drought in 1895, at the trough of 
the depression as measured by the lowest point of the economy533, was also a factor in 
lengthening the time to recovery of the economy.  The drought affected most of the 
 
527 Shaw, “The Eighteen Nineties in Australia,” 29. 
528 Merrett, “The Australian Bank Crashes,” 408-409. 
529 Butlin, “Investment,” 428. 
530 Maddock, Rodney, “Capital Markets,” In The Cambridge Economic History of Australia, eds. Simon Ville and Glenn 
Withers (Port Melbourne: Cambridge University Press, 2015). 
531 Kent, “Two Depressions, One Banking Collapse: Lessons from Australia,” Journal of Financial Stability 7, no. 3 (2011): 
134. 
532 Merrett, “The Australian Bank Crashes,” 425. 
533Ian McLean, “Why Australia Prospered, 113. 
 
134  
settled area of the country534.  It extended from 1895 to 1903, associated with a series of 
El Nino events.  The final El Nino of 1901 1903 was the deepest, and brought severe 
losses and suffering to the country535: “The century dawned on land seared by the 
worst and widest drought white men had seen … eight successive years of subnormal 
rainfall culminated in 1902 with a year in hell”536. 
The severity of the drought during the final El Nino is indicated by wheat production 
figures in New South Wales, where in 1902 the total output of wheat from the wheat
sheep belt fell to just eleven per cent of the five year average for 1899 1904537.  Over the 
course of the drought, the number of sheep fell by half from their peak in 1892 of 106 
million, to 54 million in 1903538. 
The economic conditions of the time and the associated collapse in the building 
industry were at their worst even as the Ulladulla and Milton Times’ correspondent was 
writing his glowing report of the Kioloa mill.  Goodlet and Smith Ltd held their third 
annual meeting of shareholders in late August 1893 and were presented with the 
gloomy news by their managing director.  For the first time in 38 years, since the 
establishment of the business in 1855, the annual accounts showed a loss.  The amount 
of business was much reduced, and accordingly competition was severe, and prices 
reduced.  In May 1893 all company salaries and wages had been reduced by ten per cent, 
and the firm was “arranging further alterations with the view of bringing the expenses 
in keeping with the decreased business”539. 
On 21 July 1893 the company’s schooner Samoa had been wrecked at Kioloa.  It was 
loading timber at the roadstead when a north easterly blew up.  The vessel anchored to 
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ride out the storm, but overnight her moorings parted, and she was swept over a reef 
into the surf and onto the beach540.   Although the wreck occurred in the beginning of 
the new financial year, the company had written off the associated loss in the year 
ending 30 June 1893, contributing further to the loss incurred in the 1892 93 financial 
year due to trading conditions.  
The woes of the company did not end there.  Later in the year one of the tubes in the 
engine boiler at the Kioloa mill burst.  Goodlet and Smith did not replace the boiler; 
they closed the mill down and left it idle.  The school closed in 1893, but before this, in 
1890 it was reported that enrolments at the school had fallen; as workers with families 
had left employment, Goodlet and Smith had replaced them with single men541.  
Perhaps they were anticipating the eventual closure of the mill.  Certainly in 1890 the 
depression in the building industry was in full swing. 
Early in 1897 Surveyor Arnheim reported to the Local Land Board on activities at the 
site of Goodlet and Smith’s special lease, at a time when they were applying to renew 
the lease: 
I am informed by residents that the mill has not been in operation for 
upwards of four years, and that there is no likelihood of its being again 
worked, owing to the scarcity of timber in its neighbourhood and the 
prevailing low price and little demand for South Coast timber … The 
applicants have a caretaker in charge of the machinery etc542. 
 
Goodlet and Smith applied to the Local Land Board later that year to withdraw their 
application to renew their special lease for sawmill purposes, and applied instead for a 
special lease of 48 acres at Kioloa, so that they could maintain and protect the sawmill 
machinery and associated buildings, including workers’ cottages on the site.  They were 
granted a special lease of 45 acres for three years. 
In 1900 they dismantled the sawmill; some machinery and plant were disposed of 
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locally and some removed to Sydney.  Much of the machinery, including the damaged 
boiler, they threw over the headland into the ocean, to be photographed and 
documented in Michael Tracey’s marine archaeology honours thesis543. His photographs 
showed the boiler with its damaged tube underwater where it has lain ever since. 
That was the end of Goodlet and Smith’s sawmilling enterprises on the south coast.  
However, they continued to operate their north coast sawmill at Coolongolook until at 
least 1923.  
This chapter has documented the huge quantities of logs and sawn timber that were 
taken from Currambene Creek at Jervis Bay during Goodlet and Smith’s time there.  
They moved to Redhead after hearing of a “magnificent belt of timber” but moved on 
after only eight years; it was over thirty years before another sawmill was established 
in that locality.  It was a similar story at Kioloa; the mill operated for only nine years, 
and before it closed, the tramline hauling the logs to the mill had been extended to a 
distance of nine miles, and a surveyor’s report noted the scarcity of timber in the area.  
In their forty years on the south coast, Goodlet and Smith did not initiate or 
encourage settlement at any of their three sites. Currambene Creek was settled by the 
Dent family, and other families as shipbuilding and sawmilling became established 
there. Goodlet and Smith’s Redhead and Kioloa sawmills with all the machinery, plant, 
cottages and outbuildings were dismantled and removed when the timber resource 
was exhausted.  Even the school with all its furniture was removed from Redhead to 
Kioloa.  
The damaged boiler lying underwater where it was abandoned, is a final and perhaps 
appropriate relic of the forty years that Goodlet and Smith spent on the south coast, 
exploiting the forests as they moved southward. 
 
Postscript:  The founder of Goodlet and Smith, John Hay Goodlet, died in 1914.  In 1927 
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the leases expired on the company’s land at Pyrmont where the sawmills, joinery works 
and wharves were located, and the Sydney Harbour Trust acquired all the waterfrontages.  
The Goodlet and Smith board took the opportunity to discontinue their timber 
operations, to dispose of most of the Pyrmont plant and stocks, and to focus on the 
brickworks business at the Granville works.544  The company was taken over in the early 
1970s by Newbold Refractories Ltd, which were themselves taken over by Broken Hill 
Proprietary in 1974. 
  
 





THE CLYDE RIVER REGION 1850-1900 
Batemans Bay, at the mouth of the Clyde River, was first sighted and named by 
Captain Cook on 22 April, 1770545 . In 1821, when Robert Johnston explored Batemans 
Bay, in accordance with instructions from Governor Macquarie, he “perceived an inlet 
in the Head of the Bay … [which] proved to be the Entrance of a fine, clear, capacious 
River” which he named River Clyde546 . He travelled up the river and found that the 
river was navigable for shipping for twenty five miles.  He travelled in total thirty five 
miles before he came to a set of rapids over a stony ford547, which he could not pass.   
 
Figure 5.1:  The Batemans Bay area and Clyde River. 
 
545 Historical Records of New South Wales 1, I, 160. 
546 Sydney Gazette and New South Wales Advertiser, 15 December 1821, 1:  Government and General Orders. 
547 Now well known as Shallow Crossing, which marks the tidal limit of the river. 
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The Clyde river flows through a narrow, steep sided flooded valley548 with little or no 
flood plain. Its steep banks are thickly forested as the Google Earth image (Figure 5.1) 
shows.  The effects of present day settlements and land clearing can be seen in the 
image, but sufficient of the original vegetation cover remains to indicate the rich 
forest cover in the area. The area was described by one traveller in 1878 as “very rich in 
timber of magnitude and quality”; he declared that “never was I before in such 
magnificent forests”549.  Its forests are classed as ‘tall’ (above thirty metres in height) 
mixed dry sclerophyll forest; the main commercial species are spotted gum (Corymbia 
maculata) and grey ironbark (Eucalyptus paniculata).  Grey ironbark is particularly 
prized; it is “one of the hardest, heaviest, toughest, strongest and most durable 
timbers in a genus whose timbers are noted for such attributes”550.  Blackbutt (E. 
pilularis), another prized hardwood, is usually found in association with these species 
but is not present in the Clyde valley “except in the far east and south”551.   
The story of Jervis Bay, Redhead and Kioloa in Chapter 4 was of a single large Sydney 
firm, Goodlet & Smith, which invested capital in the exploitation of the high value 
timbers of their choice and moved on to another locality as those timbers were 
depleted.  The story of the Clyde River industry in the late nineteenth century differs 
in that the industry structure was fragmented and fluid, with numerous local 
participants who entered and left the market as their interests (and fortunes) waxed 
and waned.  This chapter will explore these currents and eddies in the industry in 
three different localities in the Clyde River area:  Nelligen, the first settlement, 
upstream from Batemans Bay; Batemans Bay township itself at the mouth of the river; 
and Tomakin, east of Batemans Bay at the mouth of the Tomaga River.  
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Michael Tracey wrote about the history of Kioloa and Bawley Point sawmills, a few 
kilometres north of Batemans Bay; he made the point that 
Industry implies connotations of capital rich, technologically proficient and 
accurately planned exploitation resources for a particular market economy.  
The record of performance of sawmills and other extraction operations in 
the Murramarang district may not meet those expectations.552 
These comments can also be applied, with some justification, to the timber operations 
that are the subject of this chapter. 
Nelligen 
The Clyde River was surveyed by Thomas Florance in 1828.  He recorded it in his 
journal as the “Bhundoo,” the name given to it by the local indigenous people553.  The 
surveyor Robert Hoddle also visited the area.  After surveying land grants at 
Murramarang, he travelled to “Nellican Creek” to lay out a 640 acre land grant just 
west of the present town of Nelligen554.  
In late 1851 gold was discovered at Araluen, nearby Bell’s Creek, and Majors Creek, 
nearer to Braidwood; soon there were between 1,200 and 2,000 miners on these 
fields555.  In 1852 gold was also discovered at Kiora, a few kilometres west of Moruya556, 
and in 1857 at Mogo, just a few miles south of Batemans Bay.  Two hundred miners 
flocked to the Mogo diggings557, but that rush was short lived558.  
Braidwood is fifty kilometres, or thirty miles, over the Clyde Mountain west of 
Nelligen, and Araluen is a few miles southwest of Braidwood. Transport to and from 
Braidwood and Araluen was either by sea to Broulee, then overland by foot to the 
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diggings, or by dray from Goulburn.  New supply routes were needed for the 
goldfields.  In 1853 James McCauley, a farmer of the Clyde River district, piloted the 
first steamer upriver to Nelligen559 and soon after, the first bullock track was opened 
over Clyde Mountain from Braidwood to Nelligen.  
In response to the gold discoveries in the hinterland, the Colonial Secretary’s Office 
had a town subdivision plan for Nelligen prepared and announced the establishment 
of the town in 1854560. Nelligen soon became a bustling port, with regular sailings by 
the Illawarra Steamship and Navigation Company (ISNCo) steamers between Sydney 
and Clyde River, carrying passengers and mail to and from the goldfields, and supplies 
to the diggings. The port and its associated settlement were until the 1870s the only 
European presence on the river and were simply known, particularly in the coastal 
shipping trade, as “Clyde River”.  By 1861 Nelligen had four hotels, two stores, a bakery, 
two blacksmiths, and a watch house with two policemen.  Thirty or more teams of 
horses and bullock teams travelled across Clyde Mountain each week between 
Nelligen and the diggings561.  This traffic, however, declined considerably when the 
railway reached Goulburn from Sydney in 1869; by the 1870s the port traffic was 
reduced to one steamer a week562 and in 1876 the Braidwood to Nelligen road was 
described as a “once well trodden highway”563.  Araluen’s population fell from 2,900 in 
1871 to 609 in 1881, as the gold rushes subsided564. 
The first settler between Murramarang and the Clyde river was James McMillan, who 
with his family purchased 160 acres at South Durras (see Chapter Six).  In the 1860s, 
the main route south followed the coast from Ulladulla, through Murramarang to 
Durras and James McMillan’s property, then across country to Nelligen where the 
river crossing was shorter and more manageable than at Batemans Bay, thence 
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through Mogo to Moruya.  In the early days there were no settlements or inns 
between Murramarang and Nelligen and James McMillan’s obituary describes how he 
would often accommodate ten or twenty guests for a night “without charging a 
penny”565. 
The first timber shipped from Nelligen appears to have been four loads of ironbark 
logs, with fencing and wheelwright timbers, taken to Sydney by the Black Diamond, a 
Queensland based seventy ton schooner, during 1862566.  In 1866 a water powered 
sawmill belonging to Francis Guy was reported at Buckenboro [sic] four miles south 
east of the township, and ‘up the Clyde River 6 miles distant’ a coach manufactory 
belonging to Guy and a steam sawmill belonging to Harper H. Soulby567.  Francis Guy 
was also reported as the landlord at the Steam Packet Hotel in the township.  In that 
year, one shipment of 25,000 super feet of timber was sent from the port, and in 1867 
three loads of sawn timber totalling 32,000 super feet, and seventeen logs were 
shipped out. The three loads of sawn timber were taken by the W. S. Fox, a ketch 
belonging to Harper Soulby, in November and December of that year.  Her 
registration details show that she was built in 1864 as a seventeen ton ketch, of 41 feet 
length; in 1867 she was lengthened to 51 feet and her owner was registered as Harper 
H. Soulby of Clyde River, NSW, timber merchant568.  She ran between Clyde River and 
Sydney with timber cargoes from Soulby’s mill until her sale in mid 1870. 
Francis Guy was to become a very significant figure in the Clyde River area timber 
industry.  He was born in 1837 in England; his father, Francis Guy Senior, was a 
shoemaker who migrated to Australia in 1841 with his wife and seven children569. 
Francis Guy II completed an apprenticeship in Sydney as a blacksmith and 
wheelwright.  When he completed his apprenticeship in the mid 1850s, he set up on 
the Clyde river as a blacksmith, wheelwright, sawmill proprietor and general 
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storekeeper.  In 1871 his father was the postmaster at Nelligen, and he himself was 
reported as having “a good store on the opposite side of the road”570. 
By 1868 the timber trade from Clyde River was in full swing, as demonstrated in Table 
5.1.  The newspaper reports show that at least 272,000 super feet of timber were 
shipped to Sydney, and 119 logs.  The Esther Maria, owned by Goodlet & Smith and 
taking timber cargoes from Jervis Bay, also took five cargoes from Clyde River in 1868, 
and Sylvanus, built and owned by the Dents at Jervis Bay, took occasional cargoes in 
1868 and 1869.   
Table 5.1 shows that 202 logs were shipped from Nelligen in 1869 and 63 in 1870.  Over 
the two years 116 piles, 552 posts and rails and 2,900 palings were also shipped.  Piles 
were much in demand for Sydney wharves and were prepared from pole sized 
ironbark logs.  Posts and rails, and palings, were split by axe rather than sawn.  James 
McMillan of Durras would have fallen, trimmed and debarked some of these logs and 
prepared some of the piles and fencing materials. An 1870 report describes James 
McMillan’s timber operation at the time: 
… seventeen miles from Murramerang [sic] we came upon M’Millan’s 
station, of Derrisdale.  Mr M’Millan has been here thirty years, and is 
chiefly engaged in felling and preparing the useful timber growing on the 
ranges around for the market, per favour of the Clyde River; and as we got 
down to Nelligen, his work lay on each side of the way, waiting for the 
timber truck and the bullock team571. 
The ISNCo had established a substantial wharf at Nelligen for its steamer trade but it 
seems that either the wharf space provided or the terms offered for its use were not 
suitable for other vessels:  a press report in August 1876 noted that “the public wharf is 
completed and reflects credit on the contractor. It was much needed and already 
affords a great deal of accommodation to sailing vessels loading timber for outside 
parts”572.   
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Sailing vessels carried almost all the timber shipped out of Nelligen.  Although 
steamers were well established on the New South Wales coast by the 1850s, sailing 
vessels continued to take bulky cargoes such as timber “for many years to come”573.  Up 
into the twentieth century, almost all timber produced on the Australian south 
eastern coast was carried to market in the capital cities by sailing vessels.  Cargo space 
in the early steamers was very limited as most of the hull space was occupied by the 
boiler, engine and fuel bunker574.  As at Nelligen, steamers were very useful for carrying 
passengers, mail and relatively low volume, high value products such as cheese and 
butter but sailing vessels were much cheaper to run, with much larger hull capacity, 
and were preferred for bulky cargoes with less time constraints.  Sailing vessels were 
also used in the Pacific north west export timber trade of the United States and 
Canada for many years up into the twentieth century.  Goodlet and Smith, sawmillers 
and timber merchants of Pyrmont whose history was covered in the previous chapter, 
purchased an Aberdeen built clipper, the Nineveh in 1882 to bring Oregon timber from 
Puget Sound in Washington State. It was still on the run in 1896 when, returning to 
Sydney with a full load of timber, it was lost off the American coast. 
 
Figure 5.2:  The Nineveh at Circular Quay during its passenger trade days.  State Library of New South Wales, SHIPS 
FILE/32. 
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Henry Manning, manager of the ISNCo wharf and stores at Nelligen, opened a new 
steam sawmill at the end of 1870, on the northern bank of the Clyde “for the sawing of 
blue gum and ironbark; for preparing timber for wheels and machinery, and for 
grinding bark”575.   
The mill supplied bluegum576 and ironbark billets to George Webber’s wheelwrights’ 
shop for the manufacture of felloes and spokes577.  It was equipped with an eighteen
horsepower engine, and vertical and circular saw.  Felloes or fellies were curved 
wooden segments of the rim of  cart and carriage wheels; Sydney blue gum 
(Eucalyptus saligna) was the preferred timber.  Table 4.1 shows that George Dent was 
sending felloes to Sydney in the early 1860s when he was first establishing himself at 
Currumbene Creek. Figure 6.9 showing the Pyrmont premises of a wheelwright firm in 
1914 illustrates the scale of wheelwright operations at the advent of the First World 
War.  Before the band saw was introduced steam was used to shape the curve of felloe 
sections, and this is likely to have been the technology used by Dent to produce felloes 
in the early 1860s578. 
 The newspaper report of the new mill also noted that there were two other mills on 
the Clyde River, of inferior power to the new mill579.  One of these may have been 
Thorpe’s mill, reported in 1874 as being on the Clyde River, three or four miles above 
Nelligen580. 
Another new mill opened at Buckenboura in 1875 and inspired a local resident to 
poetry (Figure 5.3).  The poem’s almost casual reference to a ‘Sydney schooner’ shows 
how commonplace it was at the time that timber produced locally was shipped to 
Sydney by sailing vessel.  Equally the reference to “spotted gum and ironbark” bears 
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out the findings of Mills and Jakeman that blackbutt was not present in the Clyde 
valley except in the far east and south581. 
 
Figure 5.3:  reproduced from Sydney Punch, 14 May 1875, 9, courtesy of Trove, National Library of Australia. 
By 1876 Webber’s wheelwright shop on the outskirts of Nelligen had developed into a 
substantial timber establishment and was producing “planks 30 inches wide, wheel
spokes, bullock yokes, building timber of all sizes, quickly made from rough logs”.  
Markets had been developed in Sydney, New Zealand, South Australia and 
Queensland582. By 1883, his establishment was a large sawmill running three engines, 
with “the newest description of American band saws at work”583. Band saws were used 
particularly for cutting felloes, the curved segments of wheel rims.  At Webber’s shop, 
the band saw would be used to cut curved felloes from the billets supplied by 
Manning’s sawmill. 
The band saw was first invented in England by William Newberry but developed very 
slowly due to the inferior quality of the steel blades then available. It was introduced 
to the United States in 1865 and improvements continued to be made to the 
machinery and to the quality of the steel used in their blades. Foot powered saws were 
 
581 Mills and Jakeman, “Native Trees of the NSW South Coast,” see footnote 6. 
582 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 26 August 1876, 267. 
583 Australian Town and Country Journal, 3 February 1883, 26. 
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introduced in 1879; they could also be powered by steam584. Mr Webber had also built 
a river barge 35 feet in length, and likely to have been steam powered, which would 
carry 16 tons. The barge would bring logs from any part of the Clyde River to his mill585. 
It opened up areas of the Clyde estuary for logging that had previously been 
inaccessible to land based logging and haulage, and no doubt contributed to the 
exhaustion of the timber resource in the Nelligen area by 1890 which is described at 
the end of this section.  
In 1883 it was proposed to grant a lease for a sawmill site in Nelligen village to Thomas 
Shoebridge586.  The proposed site was to front onto the Clyde River, and adjoin the 
river reserve. Thomas Shoebridge and his family were part of the south coast forest 
industry for many years after moving down from Braidwood in the early 1880s587, but it 
is not clear if this particular sawmill eventuated.  In 1905 the firm of T. Shoebridge and 
Son was registered as sawmill proprietors at Shallow Crossing on the Clyde River588, 
and from 1908 they also ran a new sawmill at Brooman turning out 15,000 super feet 
each week589. 
Table 5.1 summarises the timber shipped to Sydney from the sawmills in the Nelligen 
district from the first loads in 1862 to August 1886, when as mentioned elsewhere, the 






584 Raymond McInnis, An Online Dictionary of Woodworking, www.woodworkinghistory.com, accessed 30 June 2020. 
585 Sydney Morning Herald, 20 May 1876, 3. 
586 New South Wales Government Gazette 9 October 1883 (No 416), 5453. 
587 Goulburn Evening Penny Post, 17 March 1936, 2. 
588 NSW State Archives, Packet No 14872, item no 2/8538. 
589 Goulburn Evening Penny Post, 16 June 1908, 4. 
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TABLE 5.1:  TIMBER CARGOES SHIPPED TO SYDNEY FROM CLYDE RIVER 1862 
TO AUGUST 1886590 
 
* Planking:  spotted gum planking for shipbuilding 
# Knees:  ships knees are naturally grown tree crooks used for bracing or framing in shipbuilding  




590 As noted in Chapter Three, these data have been derived from the Coasters Inward listings of Sydney daily papers, 
mainly the Sydney Morning Herald and Australian Town and Country Journal, for the period.  They represent 
minimums; some arrivals may not have been published, some may have been incorrectly noted, and some may not 
have been captured by my methods.  The National Library of Australia’s Trove project has made the aggregation of 






1862  153 654 posts and rails, 1000 spokes, 700 knees# 
1867 32,000   
1868 272,000 119 400 spokes 
1869 115,200 202 56 ironbark piles, 552 posts and rails, 17,000 spokes, 2,900 palings, 
400 felloes, 6,000 treenails 
1870 42,000 63 60 piles 
1871 17,000   
1872 218,193  1,025 pcs hardwood, 12,500 shingles 
1873 284,750 56 240 pcs timber, 100 piles, 2,600 spokes 
1874 312,600 124 320 beams, 1,000 staves, 2,000 spokes, 1,000 felloes, 7,000 treenails 
1875 673,800 637 162 beams, 54 girders, 6000 spokes, 43,000 laths 
1876 405,000 248 141 beams, 10,000ft planking*, 100 knees, 4000 spokes, 12,000 laths 
1877 484,000 138 10,000 treenails, 24 girders, 16,000 palings 
1878 678,000 118  
1879 470,576  2,800 palings, 1,400 staves, 820 posts and rails, 203 pcs timber 
1880 733,400  20,000 super feet piles, 41,900 laths 
1881 467,000  One load piles (~35,000 super feet) 
1882 646,000  45 beams, 1,500 posts and rails 
1883 466,000  61 girders, 1,700 palings 
1884 524,700  75 girders, 1,200 posts and rails, 1,400 palings, 35,000 laths  
1885 619,500  One load girders (~25,000 super feet) 
1886 227,000^ 36 770 railway sleepers 
TOTALS 7,461,719 1,777 216 piles + two shiploads; 668 beams, 190 girders + one shipload 
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Table 4.1 of Chapter Four shows data for forest products shipped from Jervis Bay from 
the early 1860s to August 1886.  With both tables, direct comparison can be made of 
cargoes shipped from Jervis Bay and Nelligen between 1867 and August 1886.  
The comparison highlights some differences in products and volumes that can be 
attributed to differences in industry structure between the two ports, always bearing 
in mind the caveats that have been expressed concerning the compilation of these 
data. Over the period of just on twenty years, 7,461,719 super feet of sawn timber was 
sent from Nelligen, compared to 7,266,450 from Jervis Bay, a difference of no 
consequence.  However, Nelligen’s output came from up to five or more sawmills at 
any one time, whereas Jervis Bay’s came from sawpits at Tomerong and Currambene 
Creek, one medium sized sawmill on the creek, and another smaller one that for part 
of the period under review, was sending 12,000 super feet each week.  Jervis Bay’s tally 
of sawn timber represented an intensive effort on the part of the Dents and Goodlet 
and Smith. 
When we turn to the number of logs sent to Sydney, the difference is striking and 
underlines the differences in industry structure between the two centres, Jervis Bay 
and Nelligen.  Over the almost twenty year period under review, 1867 to 1886, 8,724 
logs were shipped from Jervis Bay to Sydney, compared to only 1,777 logs from 
Nelligen.  Goodlet and Smith at Jervis Bay owned their own large timber processing 
facilities at Pyrmont, and it was in their interests to send logs there for value adding.  
On the other hand, for the various independent sawmill owners of Nelligen, their 
capital investment and their business was in the production of sawn timber for the 
Sydney and interstate markets, and it was in their interests to value add as much as 
possible before shipping wood products to those ports. 
It is not surprising, given the scale of extraction from the forest over twenty years 
demonstrated in Table 5.1, that inevitably the timber of commercial value, within 
economic haulage distance, was cut out around Nelligen.  The local Grey Ironbark 
(Eucalyptus paniculata) in particular, was a species much prized for its strength and 
durability by the Sydney construction industry; the girders and beams, and many of 
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the logs sent from Nelligen to this day support some of the grand Victorian buildings 
of Sydney such as the Town Hall, the Customs House, and the Lands and Education 
Department buildings in Bridge Street591.  Wrought iron was only available as an 
expensive import, and in 1861 the government had ordered that only local materials, 
i.e. stone, brick and timber, be used in building construction592.  As late as 1888, many 
still thought ironbark superior to iron for girders; “in fires it simply smoulders, 
whereas iron girders can bend or pull a building out of shape”593. 
In 1891 George Guy of Batemans Bay reported that  
the timber still available in this district within reach of the water of the 
Clyde River or of the bay, at a distance, say, of from four to seven miles 
from the water, is confined to the area between the Clyde River and the 
ocean594. 
He reported that there were two mills left working on the Clyde, Webber’s 
wheelwrights’ establishment described earlier, and a sawmill belonging to Anthony 
Vider595.  There was one mill on the Clyde that had not worked for three years, and 
another at Buckenboura which had also not worked for some years. 
The Royal Commission of Inquiry on Forestry heard evidence in 1908 from Thomas 
Albert Shoebridge, shipping agent of Nelligen, tallying with George Guy’s 1891 report, 
that the “best of the … timber in the near vicinity has been cut and the mills have been 
taken away”596.   One mill had closed down five years previously, one eight years 
previously around 1900 and the other mills some ten years before then.    
Chart 4.1 shows new residential investment in New South Wales and Victoria from 
1861 to 1900.  As discussed in Chapter Four, the chart indicates a surge in investment 
 
591 Morton Herman, The Architecture of Victorian Sydney, 2nd edition (Sydney, Angus and Robertson, 1964). 
592 Timber Beam Bridges: Study of Relative Heritage Significance of RTA Controlled Timber Beam Road Bridges of NSW 
(Sydney, Road Transport Authority, 2000). 
593 Sydney Morning Herald, 6 Nov 1888, 6. 
594 George Guy, letter to the editor, Moruya Examiner, 19 October 1891. 
595 Both of these gentlemen attended a meeting of sawmillers with the Colonial Treasurer in Sydney in 1893, Sydney Mail 
and New South Wales Advertiser, 13 May 1893, 955. 




in New South Wales during the early 1880s, peaking at over ￡6 million in 1883.  Apart 
from the timber required for residential construction, there was also associated 
demand for construction timbers for suburban expansion, such as transport and social 
infrastructure.  The number of sawmills in the colony increased rapidly in response to 
the surge in building investment, from 48 in 1860, to 107 in 1870, to a peak of 415 in 
1886597.  However, with marked declines in residential investment in the later 1880s, as 
discussed in Chapter Four, the number of sawmills declined and almost halved by 1900 
to only 215598. By 1908 when Thomas Shoebridge gave evidence that mills had been 
closed down around Nelligen, the New South Wales building industry had seen a 
decline in building investment to levels not seen since the 1870s.   
 
Batemans Bay 
While the town of Nelligen and its port, and the associated timber industry, were 
being developed and flourishing as a transport and timber industry hub after the 
southern tablelands gold rushes of the mid 1850s, the Batemans Bay area at the mouth 
of the Clyde River was isolated and undeveloped.  At the time that the Clyde River 
area was first settled, the river crossing at Batemans Bay was too wide and too deep for 
horses and horse drawn vehicles, and the route south was established from Durras, 
where James McMillan had taken up land (marked on the map in Figure 5.4), across 
country to Nelligen where the river crossing was more suitable for horses and wheeled 
transport.  From Nelligen the route went on to the goldfields town of Mogo and hence 
 




to Moruya, as we have seen earlier in this chapter.
 
Figure 5.4:  Benandrah Parish Map, showing original grants and purchases, but not special leases. 
Nelligen lies a few kilometres upriver, west of the boundary of the Parish of Benandra.  
Its location is shown in Figure 5.1. 
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Batemans Bay saw little activity until the 1870s, although there were some land grants 
and purchases in the vicinity, for example Edward Lord’s 2360 acres on the north bank 
of the Clyde, which is shown on the Parish Map. 
In the early part of the 1850s some cargoes of produce, mostly potatoes, were sent 
from Batemans Bay.   A traveller’s account of early 1856 reported that “One or two 
houses are visible on the beach, but there is yet no indication of anything like a 
township”599. In 1860 the Department of Public Works called for tenders for the 
construction of a jetty at the Bay600, perhaps at the instigation of landholders in the 
area such as Andrew Lord, seeking to transport cattle and produce from their 
properties.     
Francis Guy began expanding his operations from Nelligen to Batemans Bay in 1869, 
when he was granted a special lease in the locality for a sawmill601.  In 1870 he was also 
granted a five year lease over four acres on the river for ship building purposes602.  
Over the next thirty years the story of the establishment of the timber industry at 
Batemans Bay is essentially the story of Francis Guy building his business interests, 
until by 1900 he dominated the sawmilling industry in the area.  An eyewitness 
account published on 26 November 1870 described an enterprise well under way: 
… stumbled upon a steam sawmill and sundry preparations for ship
building.  This sawmill has been here about twelve months, sawing blue603 
and spotted gum and blackbutt … is now engaged in preparing timber for 
the building of a schooner for Mr Guy.  The keel was expected to arrive that 
day, and the vessel would take about seven months to build.  About twenty 
men are employed in the undertaking; the engine is ten horse power604. 
 
The vessel was described in detail upon its arrival in Melbourne in December 1871, as 
the Lizzie Guy, a 95 ton schooner, built for Francis Guy at Storey’s yard in Batemans 
 
599 Sydney Morning Herald, 30 January 1856, 8, “Notes of a Voyage to Broulee and a Sojourn in the District”. 
600 Empire, 20 November 1860. 
601 Goulburn Herald and Chronicle, 27 October 1869, 2. 
602 New South Wales Government Gazette 25 November 1870 [issue no 286], 2526. 
603 “blue gum”:  Sydney Blue Gum, Eucalyptus saligna. 
604 Australian Town and Country Journal, 26 November 1870, 10. 
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Bay but subsequently bought by Captain Tucker for trading to the west coast of New 
Zealand.  On her trip to Melbourne, she had carried shale, sawn timber and spokes605. 
A ferry service began operating at Batemans Bay in 1871, sending more land traffic by 
the direct coastal route and reducing the importance of the route through Nelligen606. 
By 1878 the ferry had become a free service607. 
In August 1874, another schooner, the Clyde, 86 feet in length and built for carrying 
timber, was launched at Batemans Bay for Francis Guy. He wasted no time in putting 
her into service; she took a small load of 6000 super feet of sawn timber to Sydney on 
22 August, and on 21 September her first full load of 48 beams, 500 staves and 800 
super feet of timber.  Thereafter she ran regular loads of timber to Sydney until 1879. 
In 1873 another sawmill was proposed on the northern side of Batemans Bay.  Joseph 
Woon and Thomas Charnley were given a special lease for a steam sawmill.  Joseph 
Woon was listed in Barlow’s Moruya Almanac 1875 as a sawmiller in Batemans Bay. 
“Mr F. Guy” was also listed as “sawmills and general storekeeper”608.  Woon and 
Charnley’s lease ran for five years until 31 December 1878, for an annual rent of ten 
pounds.  In March 1874 Thomas Charnley advertised for a vessel to carry sawn timber 
from the Clyde River609; in 1876 the sawmill was advertised for sale or lease, with 
waterfrontage to Batemans Bay and “the best bush for timber in New South Wales”610.  
By 1877 Charnley appears to have shifted his focus to Tomakin, a few miles south east 
of the Bay; he advertised in April 1877 seeking a “light draught vessel, for Tomago, 
Broulee, for sawn timber”611.  However, the lease was renewed on the sawmill at north 
Batemans Bay for a further five years when it expired at the end of 1878, so it is 
 
605 The Argus, 11 December 1871, 4. 
606 Pip Giovanelli, Nelligen Main Street Study, prepared for Eurobodalla Shire Council (PO Box 570 Curtin ACT, Pip 
Giovanelli) June 2011. 
607 Sydney Mail and NSW Advertiser, 14 September 1878, 433. 
608 Reproduced by Allison M James, Batemans Bay:  Story of a Town (Batemans Bay: Allison James, 2001) 9. 
609 Sydney Morning Herald, 7 March 1874, 1. 
610 Australian Town and Country Journal, 15 July 1876, 3. 




reasonable to assume that the sawmill continued to operate on this site for some time, 
with or without a change in management.  
Joseph Woon was also a partner in the building and ownership of a vessel for the 
coastal trade with his brother in law, Harper H Soulby, whose activities as a sawmiller 
and shipowner at Nelligen have already been described.  Together they had a vessel 
built and launched at Cullendulla Creek, which opens into Batemans Bay.  The vessel, 
True Blue, shipped timber from Batemans Bay in early 1877, perhaps from Woon and 
Charnley’s sawmill, but appears to have been sold to the north coast in late 1877, and 
from then on was running cargoes to Sydney from Bellinger, the Tweed and 
Nambucca.  In 1883 Soulby and Woon had a special lease at Kioloa for a sawmill and 
wharf, adjacent to Goodlet and Smith’s site, as shown on the surveyor’s map at Figure 
4.10.  However, in August 1884 when Harper Soulby died suddenly in Sydney, he was 
described as a timber merchant, living with his wife and family at Pyrmont612.  The 
sawmill at Kioloa had not eventuated. 
In 1875 Francis Guy was granted an annual lease over Lots 15, 16 and 17 “in front of the 
applicant’s purchased land at Batemans Bay,” about two or three acres, for a sawmill 
and jetty.  He had another vessel built at Batemans Bay, the barquentine Frank Guy, 
191 tons and 126 feet in length.  The Frank Guy, along with the Clyde, was used to send 
timber to Melbourne, Adelaide and New Zealand; in 1881 she was sold to an owner in 
Napier, New Zealand613.  In 1877 Guy was advertising in Adelaide newspapers that he 
could supply girders, piles and sawn timber of spotted gum, redgum614 and ironbark615.  
In that year, the Melbourne Harbour Trust required a supply of ironbark piles.  Francis 
Guy undertook to supply six hundred small piles and one hundred large piles within 
two months, and his offer was accepted616.  Alexander Kethel reported in 1893 that 
 
612 Sydney Morning Herald, 6 August 1884, 5. 
613 Mercury (Hobart), 14 January 1882. 
614 Forest Red Gum, Eucalyptus tereticornis, found in near-coastal areas of New South Wales and East Gippsland.  Closely 
related to River Red Gum, E camaldulensis.  Leon Costermans, Native Trees and Shrubs of South-Eastern Australia 
(Sydney:  Reed New Holland, 2009) 350. 
615 For example, South Australian Register, 10 November 1877; South Australian Evening Journal 27 December 1877. 
616 Argus (Melbourne), 13 November 1877, 9. 
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Melbourne has imported large quantities of our hardwoods in recent years 
in connection with harbour improvements, but that line of trade has almost 
ceased in consequence of the completion of works in that port617. 
 
In 1878 it was reported that the largest share of Guy’s output, “in the shape of railway 
sleepers and squared beams” went to New Zealand618.  His son George Guy lived in 
New Zealand for a time, worked in the timber industry there and married a New 
Zealand girl.  They returned to Batemans Bay in the early 1880s619. 
It is interesting that Francis Guy focused on markets in Melbourne, Adelaide and New 
Zealand instead of sending all his output to Sydney, with its booming construction 
industry.  It could be conjectured that because he ran his own ships, his lower 
transport costs broadened his potential market choices.   
Guy’s focus on New Zealand and inter colonial markets means that it is not possible to 
estimate the aggregate output from the Batemans Bay sawmills over the study period, 
or to compare its output with other areas on the south coast. The methodology used 
in this study to estimate output from other areas of timber production on the south 
coast assumes, based on the available evidence, that all their production was shipped 
to Sydney.  In Francis Guy’s case, that assumption does not hold. 
By 1878 with the ferry across the Clyde at Batemans Bay free, the town was becoming 
well established as a centre of timber production.   While Francis Guy’s sawmill was 
established on the southern shore of the Clyde river, there were also  “large quantities 
of beams, logs, posts, rails and other timbers strewed about the [northern] shore 
waiting for vessels”620; all of these products required only an axe to be split or hewn, 
not sawn, and were likely to be the work of settlers on the northern shore, including 
perhaps the McMillans of Durras, who as we have seen, in earlier years sent their 
output across the earlier southern route to Nelligen.   
 
617 Australian Town and Country Journal, report by Alexander Kethel, 25 February 1893, 9. 
618 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 14 September 1878. 
619 Pers. Comm. Jennifer McCarthy, 3 April 2019. 
620 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 14 September 1878. 
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Francis Guy was granted an annual lease in 1878 over the Water Reserve adjoining his 
land, an area of almost twenty acres, as well as a small area of foreshore opposite part 
of his landholding (Lot 13)621.  His sawmill was well established; “[S]quared beams are 
in very great numbers, and rough round logs of immense size are waiting their turn to 
go through the sawmill, worked by powerful steam engines, to become planks, 
scantling or small billets.  Mr Guy employs the greater part of the procurable labour of 
the place”.  He was also the only magistrate and had the “only general store of any 
consequence” 622.  
Guy’s financial dealings as he expanded his sawmilling and shipping enterprises may 
have required some mortgage finance. In 1880, The City Bank was permitted to renew 
their lease over “a portion of land adjoining the frontage of Lots 15, 16 and 17, of three 
acres, for a jetty and sawmill”623, the land Guy had leased in 1875.  In 1884, the Bank of 
New South Wales’ lease of a sawmill and jetty was forfeited for non payment of rent.  
The lease covered three acres 36 perches, and annual rent was three pounds624, 
consistent with Guy’s original 1869 special lease.  Notice of cancellation of special 
leases was very common and appears to have been a form of debt collection for the 
Lands Department.  Copious lists of lease cancellations were published in the 
Government Gazette every year, and in many cases the same leases are cancelled in 
ensuing years.  This notice does however provide evidence that this land, also, was 
mortgaged.  
During his apprenticeship in Sydney in the early 1850s, Guy had formed a close 
friendship with a fellow workman, John Harris.  Thirty years later, the two men met 
and renewed their friendship.  Harris in the meantime had become a wealthy 
businessman.  He was keen for Guy to return to Sydney and offered him land in 
Pyrmont and a £2,000 advance.  Other advances were provided as needed to establish 
 
621 New South Wales Government Gazette, 10 May 1878 [Issue No. 137], 1873, Lease for a Special Object. 
622 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 14 September 1878, 433. 
623 New South Wales Government Gazette, 24 August 1880, 4364. 
624 New South Wales Government Gazette, 12 August 1884 (No 404), 5476. 
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Guy’s house and premises at Pyrmont625 and to reclaim a section of the Darling 
Harbour foreshore for a wharf.  The advances were secured by mortgage deeds over 
the property, and over a vessel, the Bonnie Dundee626.  It would appear that Guy did 
make the move to Pyrmont without delay.  In May 1883, his purse was stolen by a 
pickpocket in Sydney.  The police report identified him as Francis Guy, timber 
merchant, Pyrmont.  The contents of the purse included two return tickets to 
Batemans Bay, by the ISNCo’s steamers, and a few Balmain ferry tickets627, evidence 
that he was living in Pyrmont and commuting regularly to the city and to Batemans 
Bay.  His wharf was established near what was then Black Wattle Swamp628. 
At the same time, his business was growing at Batemans Bay; there was “alongside the 
jetty, a small village skirting the beach, … the houses are for the most part those of 
workers in the mill, the mainstay of the economy”629.  The report commented on the 
timber industry in the district: 
The timber trade is almost the sole industry of this district in which there 
are 13 sawmills  beside two or three others in course of erection  giving 
employment to from 250 to 300 families.  The timber cut here, principally 
spotted gum and blackbutt, averages 300,000ft a week630. 
 
The reference to thirteen mills “in the district” encompasses the entire Clyde River 
district, including the three main areas discussed in this chapter, Nelligen, Tomakin, 
and Batemans Bay.  The figures for employment and output appear somewhat 
exaggerated; they imply average employment of around twenty workers in each mill 
(including bush workers) and average weekly output from each mill of 23,000 super 
feet. Table 5.1, which provides an admittedly conservative estimate of the timber 
shipped into Sydney from Nelligen, shows for example, that the total sawn timber 
 
625 Maitland Mercury and Hunter River General Advertiser, 8 December 1892, p7. 
626 Evening News, 31 October 1893, p5. 
627 The Balmain ferry still travels to Circular Quay via Darling Harbour (Pyrmont). 
628 Sydney Morning Herald, 28 May 1887, p1, ‘Advertisements’. 




shipped from Nelligen in 1883 amounted to 466,000 super feet, or a weekly average of 
9,320 super feet over fifty weeks of the year, from all the mills shipping from Nelligen.  
In 1885 it was reported that Francis Guy owned three mills in the Batemans Bay area, 
with the mill at Batemans Bay his “head sawmill”631.  The Batemans Bay mill was 
managed by a Mr Stowe, and Francis’ son George Guy, who also managed the store 
which had substantial new premises in 1885 (see Figure 5.6).  By 1885 this mill had 30 
workers, with a vertical frame saw powered by a twelve horsepower steam engine 
supplying flitches632 to three circular saw benches, powered by a sixteen horsepower 
engine.  A report of 1886 noted that while there were other sawmilling establishments 
within a radius of a dozen miles of Batemans Bay, Francis Guy’s mill was “the most 
considerable for size and output”633. 
 
Figure 5.5:  A restored original vertical frame saw in action, breaking down a log into three flitches634.  Photograph:  
Kelvin Hockey 2010. 
 
631 Australian Town and Country Journal, 18 January 1885, 28. 
632 Flitch: a thick, flat piece of wood cut from the trunk of a tree:  dictionary.cambridge.org 4 April, 2019.  
633 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 9 January 1886, 67. 
634 This vertical frame saw is the last one in working order in New South Wales.  It is part of an over 100 years old steam 
sawmill which was moved from the north coast to the south coast and fully restored to a working sawmill by Toby 




Figure 5.6: Guy Family Store, 1885.  The removal of a modern façade from the former Guy family  store in 
Clyde Street, Batemans Bay, has revealed the original year of its opening  (above the ‘AL  of ‘GENERAL ), 1885 
(the store was demolished to make way for a car park). 
The sawmill at Benandarah, managed by Mr Chandler, employed thirty workers, and 
had one vertical frame saw supplying two benches635.  There was also a smaller sawmill 
at Cullendulla, managed by a Mr Anderson636.  A tramway from Benandarah mill took 
sawn timber down to the wharf at Cullendulla637; from there the timber from both 
mills was taken by punt across the bay to Guy’s wharf.  Francis Guy himself managed 
the “fourth and kindred industry” of timber merchant, wharf and store business at 
Pyrmont638  the business established with the assistance of John Harris.   
In 1891 John Harris, Guy’s friend and benefactor, was killed in an accident.  Guy had 
repaid the loans advanced to him by Harris in cash and in kind, and had kept records 
in a notebook, in accordance with Harris’s wishes.  There was a small amount left 
owing, and when Harris was killed, Guy sent this amount to the estate executors, 
Perpetual Trustees, and requested that the mortgage deeds be cancelled.  When the 
executors refused, Guy took them to court, and was successful.  The trustees appealed 
 
635 It is notable that in July 1886 Guy was granted a lease of 175 acres at Benandra for the purposes of a sawmill:  New 
South Wales Government Gazette 6 July 1886 (No 386), 4495. 
636 This mill was closed when the Guy family opened a sawmill at Bawley Point, north of Durras, in 1892. 
637 This tramway is marked on the map in Figure 4.14. 
638 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 9 January 1886, 67. 
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the decision, but in October 1893, the court of appeal upheld the decision and 
awarded costs to Guy out of John Harris’s estate639. 
Guy’s sawmilling business at Batemans Bay appears to have continued to thrive, 
despite the downturn in residential investment in the late 1880s.  As the graph in 
Chart 4.1 demonstrates, the building boom in Victoria peaked later than in New South 
Wales although it subsequently fell further and harder than in New South Wales.  
Guy’s focus on intercolonial markets in Melbourne and Adelaide, and particularly his 
strong market links with New Zealand are likely to have protected him to some extent 
from the vagaries of the New South Wales markets.   
Francis Guy attended a Sydney meeting of sawmillers in January 1886640.  The meeting 
noted the “depressed and unsatisfactory state of the colonial hardwood trade”.  Francis 
Guy proposed a motion that the sawmillers should form themselves into an 
association, for mutual protection, which was supported by the meeting641.   
A newspaper letter from Messrs Jennings, Pickering and Co, sawmillers of Port 
Macquarie, set out the depressed state of the industry not just for the sawmillers but 
also for the owners, crews and suppliers of the 150 sailing vessels employed carrying 
timber on the New South Wales coast642.   
Their letter also mentioned ‘the enormous quantity of softwood imported at the 
present time’.  They were referring to large and increasing quantities of Oregon pine 
being imported from the Pacific northwest coast of the United States and Canada. 
It is not surprising that local producers were concerned.  Oregon pine could be 
shipped across the Pacific for the same price as colonial pine (Araucaria cunninghamii) 
could be shipped from the Richmond River643.  Oregon pine is strong, light, 
 
639 Evening News, 31 October 1893, 5. 
640 Sydney Morning Herald, 16 January 1886, 11. 
641 Ibid. 
642 Daily Telegraph, 12 January 1886, 7.  Jennings, Pickering and Co had also long been associated with sawmilling at 
Tomakin, as we shall see in the next section of this chapter. 
643 Sydney Morning Herald, 3 November 1885, 7. 
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comparatively rigid, and easily worked, and was preferred for most uses by the 
building trades644.   
The Sydney Morning Herald asked leading participants in the Sydney timber trade 
about their views of the state of the trade in October 1886.  Their comments agree 
closely with Noel Butlin’s view that 1885 marked the end of the residential building 
boom in New South Wales.  John Hayes Goodlet, of Goodlet and Smith, reported that 
“the timber trade had only been noticeably poor within the last nine months”.  George 
Preddy of G. and S. Preddy reported that “the demand for timber was not more than 
half of what it was this time last year” 645. 
There was another meeting of sawmillers in May 1887, mostly representatives of North 
Coast firms646.  It was reported that the number of sawmills had fallen from their peak 
of 415, to upwards of 300; they were only employing half the number of hands, and 
only half the number of sailing vessels were now employed in the coastal timber trade. 
Francis Guy’s timber merchant business in Sydney would almost certainly have been 
involved in the Oregon pine trade, and this may have offset declines in his south coast 
sawmilling businesses.  Certainly he continued to invest in his Batemans Bay sawmills 
throughout the depths of the 1890s depression.  In 1892 he replaced the existing mill at 
Batemans Bay township.  The new mill was expected to turn out 70,000 super feet per 
week647, more than twice the output of 30,000 super feet from the mill it replaced648.  
The Benandarah sawmill also saw considerable investment; in 1895 it boasted modern 
machinery, and a crew of forty hands who turned out 25,000 super feet weekly.  Guy 
also built “a fine new residence at Benandrah, where he and his family live”649. 
 
644 Sydney Mail and NSW Advertiser, 13 May 1893, 955. 
645 Sydney Morning Herald, 18 October 1886, 19 October 1886, 4. 
646 Sydney Morning Herald, 23 May 1887,5. This meeting is notable on a personal level for me; two of my great great 
grandfathers were present, Joseph Laurie, sawmiller of Laurieton, and Edward Davis, sawmiller of Nambucca Heads, 
although their son and daughter were children at the time and did not marry until some years later. 
647 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 28 May 1892, 1205. 
648 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 9 January 1886, 67. 




Figure 5.7:  Francis Guy s residence at Benandarah.  Source:  Batemans Bay Museum and Historical Society. 
The Batemans Bay sawmill was sold in 1900 to a spoke manufacturer, Perry’s of 
Melbourne, who were encouraged by federation and the end of customs duties 
between the states.  Their new branch opened in 1902 “on a point of the Clyde known 
as Guy’s old Sawmill site”650 and operated on the site for many years.   
In 1907 Elizabeth Guy, “beloved wife of Francis Guy, of Benandra, Batemans Bay”, died 
in Sydney651.  In October 1907, a clearing sale of dairy herd and plant at Benandra, was 
advertised with the advice that “Everything must be sold, as Mr Guy intends residing 
in Sydney”652. He died in Sydney in 1910, “after a prolonged illness”653. 
Francis’s sons, George and Francis Harrington, continued in the sawmilling business 
into the twentieth century.  After the sawmill at Batemans Bay was sold in 1900, 
George established a sawmill at Pebbly Beach, north of Batemans Bay.  Francis 
Harrington, meanwhile, continued to run the sawmill the Guy family had established 
 
650 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 2 August 1902, 1. 
651 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 14 September 1907, 4. 
652 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 5 October 1907, 4. 
653 Daily Telegraph, 4 June 1910, 21. 
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at Bawley Point, just north of Kioloa in 1892, and was involved either as owner or 
partner until it finally burned down and was closed in 1922654.   
TOMAKIN 
In 1878, a traveller described making his way along the bush track from Mogo to the 
mouth of the “Tomican creek,” and described it as “going thither, never was I before in 
such magnificent forests … very rich in timber of magnitude and quality”655. By the 
early 1880s, there were four sawmills around Tomakin; by 1891 all the commercial 
timber in the area had been cut out, those “magnificent forests” were no more and 
most of the sawmillers had moved on.  This story provides a microcosm of the colonial 
economic and commercial imperatives of the time, and the attitudes of colonial 
society to the forest resource. 
 
 
Figure 5.8:  A Google Earth view of Tomakin, and its location relative to Batemans Bay, Mogo and the Clyde River. 
 
654 Hamon, “They Came to Murramarang,” 59. 




The Google Earth locality map above places the present day village of Tomakin on the 
northern shore of the mouth of the Tomaga656 River, nineteen kilometres south east of 
the township of Batemans Bay and just a few kilometres south of the Clyde River 
estuary.   
Before European settlement, the coast north of the Tomaga River had long been 
occupied and visited by the Broulee group of the Kurregal people657.  In 1884 the 
Department of Lands reserved forty acres of land on the north bank of the Tomaga 
River ‘for the use of aborigines’658. In 1890 it was recorded that the reserved land was 
fully fenced with an acre under cultivation, with a weatherboard cottage occupied by 
an aboriginal family659..  In 1902, the senior constable at Batemans Bay was asked to 
report on the reserve by the Goulburn land board, which was interested in leasing the 
land.  The constable reported that there were no aborigines now at Tomakin, and the 
land had not been fenced in or otherwise improved660. The land clearing and 
cultivation, the fencing and the weatherboard cottage had somehow disappeared 
without trace in the course of twelve years.  It is satisfying to note that the Mogo Local 
Aboriginal Land Council now owns a portion of that block of land661. 
The Jennings family from Araluen were the first to establish sawmilling at Tomakin.  
Robert Jennings migrated with his family from England in 1841.  They settled at Upper 
Araluen, near Braidwood, where Robert and his oldest sons Edward and William 
appear to have been successful in gold mining.  In 1861 Robert was reported as having 
works ‘of the most extensive character’ with good returns anticipated at the next 
washings662.  In 1873 they discovered a substantial reef for which 
 
656 The river has had a varied nomenclature since settlement, including the ‘Tamican’, the ‘Tomican’, the ‘Tomago’, and 
finally its present name, the Tomaga River.   
657 Mark Young, Tomakin, the Undiscovered History (Tomakin:  Tomakin Community Association, 2016) 13. 
658 New South Wales Government Gazette, 9 January 1884 (No 17 (SUPPLEMENT)), 260. 
659 Susan Dale Donaldson, Sue Feary, Eurobodalla Shire Council, New South Wales Office of Environment and Heritage, 
Invisible Places:  historical Aboriginal reserves in the Eurobodalla Shire, NSW (Moruya, NSW:  Eurobodalla Shire Council, 
2012), 20. 
660 Evening News 21 April 1902, 7. 
661 Donaldson and Feary, “Invisible Places,” 20. 
662 Freemans Journal, 28 Sept 1861, 5. 
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we are indebted to the enterprise, indomitable perseverance, and energy of 
the Messrs Jennings of Upper Araluen … the marked thanks of the votaries 
of gold mining will be due, indeed are now due to the above named 
prospectors, for the signal favour they so opportunely conferred upon the 
whole district663. 
 
Later in 1873, a crushing of quartz from the reef gave “the very satisfactory return of 
[over 3oz] per ton”664.   
The Jennings family had a long standing business association with Frederick George 
Pickering, who was based in the city at 54 Bathurst Street Sydney.  This relationship 
may well have dated back to their time as successful miners at Araluen. 
The first mention of the family in the Tomakin area is in 1874, when Abraham, the 
youngest of the three sons of the family, was granted a special lease over ten acres on 
the “Tamican” River for the purpose of erecting a steam sawmill.  The lease 
commenced on 1 July 1874 and expired on 31 December 1878665.  He also took up a 
conditional purchase of 40 acres, on the beachfront. William Jennings was granted a 
special lease for a sawmill from 1 January 1879 on the east bank of the river, adjoining 
Abraham’s conditional purchase666. A newspaper report of 1886 places Jennings, 
Pickering and Co’s mill at the mouth of the river, “indeed, right on the coast”667. The 
Jennings mill was in full production by 1878.  It was reported that “Mr Jennings’ 
sawmill is … shipping splendid timber for the Sydney market.  The Sisters schooner is 
loading girders, or rather ironbark beams for Sydney”668. 
By 1880 the Sebbens family had set up a sawmill further up the river on their private 
land669.  An 1880 newspaper report mentions cargoes of timber from the Jennings and 
Sebbens mills, and notes the rapid trade being done by the Jennings mill.  It also notes 
 
663 Australian Town and Country Journal, 12 April 1873, 15. 
664 Empire, 20 June 1873, 3. 
665 New South Wales Government Gazette, 8 September 1874 (No. 212), 2701. 
666 New South Wales Government Gazette, 10 June 1879 (No. 206), 2580. 
667 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 16 January 1886, 122. 
668 Moruya Examiner, 7 July 1878. 
669 Allison James states that Sebbens had a mill at Tomakin in 1880 and in the following year began a second mill at 
Mosquito Point [sic].  Allison M James, Batemans Bay:  story of a town (Batemans Bay:  A. James, 2001), 23. 
 
167  
the establishment of a post office at the village, under the management of Abraham 
Jennings670.  Up until this time, the locality had been known as “Tomago” after the 
river as it was then called, but the authorities, when establishing the post office, 
changed its name to “Tomakin,” as the river had occasionally been known, because 
there was already a post office at a place named Tomago, just north of  Newcastle. 
In 1883 when the schooner Bell was wrecked at Tomakin at the entrance to the river, it 
was fully laden with timber destined for Port Mackay, Queensland, for its owners 
Jennings, Pickering & Co671.  The firm was also the owner of the Sophia Ann, the first 
screw steamer built at Tomakin and completed in 1883.   
A new sawmill was built on the east bank of the river in 1883 by the partnership of 
Curtis and Kelsey.  There is no record of a land purchase by the firm, or of a special 
lease for the purposes of a sawmill.  The evidence of ongoing sawmill sales information 
suggests that the Sebbens family leased a portion of land to Curtis and Kelsey on a 
fifteen year lease and moved their sawmill operations to land at Mosquito Bay where 
members of the Sebbens family and another settler family, the Barling family, both 
held property.  Charles Barling was granted a special lease in 1883 for a jetty and 
moorings in front of his conditional purchase at Mosquito Bay672, and in 1886 a sawmill 
was reported at Mosquito Bay, owned by Sebbens and Barling.  Family stories cited by 
Mark Young673 have Joseph Sebbens and his wife towing parts of an abandoned 
Jennings mill from Tomakin to Malua Bay, as Mosquito Bay is now known, by rowing 
boat, each pulling on an oar.  It is possible that the family stories relate to shifting the 
Sebbens mill on the river around the coast to Mosquito Bay in the early 1880s. 
 
670 Moruya Examiner, 19 May 1880. 
671 Sydney Morning Herald, 17 July 1883, 3. 
672 New South Wales Government Gazette, 1883, 1888. 
673 Young, “Tomakin:  the Undiscovered History,” 41. 
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Curtis and Kelsey’s new sawmill was opened in September 1883, but as early as June of 
that year, Jennings, Pickering and Co, and Curtis and Kelsey, decided to jointly build a 
timber tramway running four or five miles back inland674. 
The new mill opened on 11 September 1883.  The 40 horse power boiler had been made 
by the Atlas Foundry in Sydney.  The 25 horse power engine was christened the “Black 
Diamond” by Mr Kelsey; it drove two circular saws, a planing machine and a vertical 
frame saw (see Figure 5.5)675.  In January 1885 the sawmill was advertised for sale, in 
consequence of a dissolution of partnership.  The advertisement noted a forty horse 
power boiler by Atlas Works, and a lease with twelve years to run. 
Messrs A. Johnstone and Co., Sydney railway contractors, bought the sawmill, and by 
May 1885 were advertising for a large number of sleeper getters.  Johnstone and Co. 
won the contract for the first section of the extension of the Southern line from 
Bungendore to Cooma.  Their section ran for 76 kilometres from Bungendore, through 
broken hilly country to Queanbeyan and thence to the Michelago River, for a contract 
price of 497,000 pounds, an enormous amount equivalent to 61 million Australian 
dollars in today’s terms676.  There were three tunnels, two considerable bridges across 
the Queanbeyan and Molonglo rivers, and many smaller bridges677.  The company had 
bought the mill for the express purpose of supplying their timber requirements for the 
railway contract.  They employed up to one hundred men at Tomakin, of whom thirty 
to forty worked in the mill, and the remainder in the bush, drawing logs and sleeper 
getting. On the railway construction itself they employed 1,700 men678.  The mill had a 
capacity of 60,000 super feet per week.  There were five miles of horse drawn tramline 
to transport logs in from the bush679, similar to the tramline at Kioloa, mentioned in 
Chapter Four.  It would appear that the 1883 plans of Jennings, Pickering and Co and 
Curtis and Kelsey, the mill’s previous owners, to build a tramline had come to fruition.  
 
674 Light Railways, no 151, Feb 2000. 
675 Young “Tomakin: the Undiscovered History”. 
676 With thanks to thom.blake.com.au for the ready reckoner. 
677 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 20 March 1886, 587. 
678 Ibid. 
679 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 16 January 1886, 122. 
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Mark Young notes that “the rusted remains of some iron tramway rails … can still be 
seen at various points in the sandbanks above and below the current Tomakin boat 
ramp”680. 
The mill turned out bridge timbers and railway sleepers.  It also cut palings and house
building timbers to utilise waste timbers from cutting for the railway.  At times, to 
meet the demands of the railway construction, the mill worked twenty four hours a 
day, increasing its capacity of 60,000 super feet each week to 120,000 super feet, or 
four times that of the Jennings mill or of the Pretty Bay and Mosquito Bay mills 
combined.   
The 1886 newspaper articles described the two mills on the northern shore of the 
Tomakin, Johnston and Co. and Jennings Pickering and Co.; they also mentioned two 
other mills on the coast between the Tomago and Clyde Rivers:  Messrs Fuller and Co 
at Pretty Bay, and Messrs Sebbens and Barling at Mosquito Bay681.  Historical 
references to four mills at Tomakin include these two neighbouring mills.  A 
newspaper advertisement in August 1885 refers to another mill, the Tomakin River 
Saw Mills associated with the Jerrymadra Timber Yard in Wollongong682.  That mill 
may have been located across the river on the southern shore, now Mossy Point, or 
alternatively at Jeremadra some miles inland near Mogo, where a mill was mentioned 
by George Guy in 1891683.   
In 1885 Jennings Pickering and Co. had established another sawmill at Port Macquarie.  
William Jennings was managing the Port Macquarie mill684, his brother Edward 
remained at Tomakin as the mill’s managing partner685, and their younger brother 
Abraham went into business in Port Macquarie686.  Their Sydney business as shipping 
 
680 Young, “Tomakin:  An Undiscovered History,” 33. 
681 Sydney Mail, 16 January 1886, 122. 
682 Illawarra Mercury, 15 August 1885, 3. 
683 George Guy, letter dated 19 October 1891, to the editor Moruya Examiner. 
684 A meeting of sawmill proprietors in Sydney in 1887 included William Jennings of Port Macquarie:  Sydney Morning 
Herald, 23 May 1887, 5. 
685 Ibid. 
686 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 8 October 1887, 783. 
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agents and timber merchants headquartered at 54 Bathurst Street Sydney687 was 
doubtless under the management of Frederick George Pickering.  In 1887 Abraham 
Jennings, listed as a sawmill proprietor of Port Macquarie, was elected as one of the 
first councillors in the newly incorporated municipality of Port Macquarie688. 
In March 1887 Johnstone and Co, no longer requiring the sawmill for their railway 
contract, put it up for sale; it was advertised as “Magnificent sawmill plant for sale at 
Tomakin, cheap, commanding large area; good timber forests”689.  The purchasers of 
the mill at that time are not known, but it was again on the market in 1891, “well 
known as lately worked by Messrs A Johnston and Co, railway contractors,” on 5 acres 
of land leased until 1896.  It was being sold “to close partnership affairs”690.  It appears 
that the mill remained in the hands of Johnstone and Co until at least 1893, when it 
was put up for tender together with railway contractors’ plant in the city and at 
Bungendore railway premises.  There was a caretaker on the sawmill premises691.   
By 1891 the timber industry around Tomakin was in its dying days, as much due to 
over exploitation of the forest as to the encroaching economic depression and lack of 
demand for building materials.  George Guy summarised the forest resources 
available:  “south of the bay between the sea and the Tomaga River and the main road 
the timber has all been absolutely exhausted … between the Tomago and Moruya 
River … there is no timber left … this tract has been worked by four or five mills during 
15 years and the timber has been completely exhausted”692. 
The Jennings venture in Port Macquarie had fallen on hard times in the late 1880s, and 
the company had lost the mill to their financiers; William went back to gold mining at 
Araluen693 and Edward took up tin mining at Tingha694.  Abraham Jennings with a 
 
687 Young, “Tomakin,” 49. 
688 Port Macquarie News and Hastings River Advocate, 3 June 1916, 5. 
689 Sydney Morning Herald, 26 March 1887. 
690 Sydney Morning Herald, 28 January 1891, 15. 
691 Evening News, 27 May 1893, 2. 
692 George Guy letter dated 19 October 1891, to Moruya Examiner. 
693 Goulburn Evening Post, 19 December 1891, 3. 
694 Tingha Advocate and North-Western Journal, 10 January 1919, 2. 
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partner Frederick Hayward negotiated in 1891 to purchase the mill from the bank “for 
a very moderate figure,” and set the mill going again695.  The firm of Hayward and 
Jennings was represented at a meeting of timber firms in Sydney in 1896, but by 1899 
the mill was reported as “Mr F Hayward’s steam sawmill, one of the institutions of the 
town”696, and Abraham Jennings was no longer involved.  By 1910 the sawmill was 
described in terms of “the unsightly ruins [of] which still disgrace the town”697. 
Abraham returned to Tomakin after his partnership with Frederick Hayward 
concluded, and set up in sawmilling and shipbuilding with Alfred Settree jnr., master 
mariner and shipbuilder of Balmain. In 1901 Jennings and Settree had a vessel, the 
Three Cheers, built by Settree’s son for use in their Tomakin timber business698.  The 
partnership appears to have been short lived:  in 1904 it was reported that “Jennings 
and Reid have closed their sawmill at Sandy Creek, near Mogo”699, and in June 1904 
Abraham Jennings built a new sawmill at Wandandian, over a hundred kilometres 
north of the Tomakin area.  He took machinery from Tomakin to the new sawmill, 
perhaps from the Johnstone & Co. mill.  In 1907 he sold this sawmill700 to Allen Taylor 
and Co Ltd, a Sydney firm with wide shipping and timber interests, and moved back to 
the north coast, to continue in a series of unsuccessful business ventures. 
The last chapter in the decline of the Tomakin forest industry concerns the sawmill 
established in 1911 by Silas Cooke on the southern shore of the river, now Mossy Point, 
located next to what is now the headland reserve701.  Allen Taylor and Co. Limited were 
interested in the sawmill. A company was formed with Silas Cooke as managing 
director, and in August 1913, 900 shares were purchased by Allen Taylor and Co 
Limited at 6/8 per share.  It was reported at the August board meeting that “the assets 
were good, while the investment secures to us the agency of the mill and also control 
 
695 Port Macquarie News and Hastings River Advocate, 17 October 1891, 2. 
696 The Manning River Times and Advocate for the Northern Coast Districts of New South Wales, 18 March 1899, 8. 
697 Port Macquarie News and Hastings River Advocate, 29 October 1910, 4. 
698 Young, “Tomakin,” 51. 
699 South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus, 17 December 1904, 5. 
700 The Wandandian sawmill has continuously operated on the same site until very recently.  The restored vertical frame 
saw pictured in Figure 5.5 is on the exact site of Jennings’ original mill. 
701 Young, “Tomakin,” 29. 
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of a large spotted gum area in the Tomakin district”702.  However, following the 
chairman, Allen Taylor’s subsequent visit to the mill, he reported to the November 
board meeting that the company would have to spend two to three thousand pounds 
to put their mill in good working order, and also to enable them to arrange good 
shipping facilities703.  The board minutes of 26 February 1914 note that the sawmill had 
been completely destroyed by fire on 13 February.  It was agreed that the present value 
of the company’s investment of 200 pounds should be depreciated by 195 pounds, 
leaving a future value on the company books of five pounds704.  A coronial inquiry into 
the fire found that it had been wilfully caused705.   
The history of the forest industry in the Tomakin area was a brief one, spanning the 
years from the mid 1870s to the early 1890s, a matter of around fifteen years.  During 
that fifteen years in the wider colony, the boom in building investment had waxed and 
waned, and railways investment was at its height until overtaken by the 1890s 
depression and subsequent loss of access to British investment capital.  The pressure 
placed on the Tomakin area’s forest resources by investment in the 1880s was beyond 
the finite resources of the forest, limited as it was by river boundaries to the north (the 
Clyde) and south (the Tomaga).  Johnston and Co had purchased their sawmill for the 
express purpose of providing the timber required, mostly sleepers and bridge timbers, 
to complete their substantial railway contract.  When they placed the mill on the 
market less than three years later, they had exhausted the available timber supplies in 
the area.  As George Guy noted in 1891, the Tomakin area had been completely cut out.  
 
 
702 Allen Taylor and Co board meeting minutes, 28 August 1913, p256 Minute Books 1-5, 1905-1930, Box Y505, Allen Taylor 
manuscripts, Mitchell Library, Sydney. 
703 Allen Taylor and Co board meeting minutes, 27 November 1913. 
704 Allen Taylor and Co board meeting minutes, 26 February 1914. 




This chapter has reviewed the history of the timber industry around the Clyde River in 
the second half of the nineteenth century, at three different localities in the area, 
Nelligen, Batemans Bay and Tomakin.  Nelligen was the earliest settlement on the 
Clyde River, and came into existence as a river port for the gold mining centres of 
Araluen and Majors Creek in the 1850s, and the first crossing place across the Clyde 
River.  Batemans Bay was settled in the 1860s, and developed over the next forty years 
around the shipbuilding and sawmilling activities of the entrepreneurial Francis Guy.  
Tomakin, on the coast a few kilometres southeast of Batemans Bay, had a brief history 
as a sawmilling centre until its forests were exhausted by the timber and sleeper 
demands of the Bungendore to Michelago railway in the 1880s. 
The story of these three localities has shown the fragmented and fluid industry 
structure in the region, as local participants built, bought and sold ships and sawmills, 
and entered and left the industry. It differs from the history of Goodlet and Smith in 
the previous chapter in that apart from the railway contractors at Tomakin, the 
leaders in the Clyde River industry were for the most part settlers, who made their 
lives in the region. 
The Clyde River story reflects the broader context within the colony, and the post gold 
rush economic conditions during the second half of the nineteenth century.  Table 5.1 
shows the volume of beams, girders and piles, all of ironbark, that were shipped from 
Nelligen to Sydney for the construction boom in public buildings and wharves during 
the period. The stands of ironbark, Eucalyptus paniculata, that grew around the Clyde 
were much in demand for these products.  The story of Tomakin also reflects the scale 
of public investment in railway infrastructure in New South Wales in the latter part of 
the nineteenth century. 
The next chapter, the final case study, will return to James McMillan, the pioneer 
settler and timber worker of South Durras, and follow his family, as they built their 






CLYDE SAWMILLING: A FAMILY ENTERPRISE 1870-1976 
 
 
The Clyde Sawmilling Company was a dominant force in the forest industry on the 
south coast over the first half of the twentieth century.  Its story begins with a Scottish 
bounty migrant, James McMillan, who arrived in Sydney with his family in 1839, took 
up land on the south coast and began working with timber for the Nelligen trade, 
discussed in Chapter Five.  James McMillan founded a family that continued to be one 
of the principal contributors to the development of the south coast timber industry 
through most of the twentieth century.  In tracing the story of the McMillan family 
and their involvement in sawmilling on the south coast through most of the twentieth 
century, this chapter will also chronicle the changes wrought in the industry by 
changes in markets, government regulation and transport, logging and sawmilling 
technology.  
James McMillan arrived in Sydney with his family as bounty migrants in 1839 and 
moved to Murramarang Station south of Ulladulla, where James took up a position as 







Figure 6.1:  James Meehan s sketch of Durras Water, 1840706.  
 Figure 6.1 reproduces the sketch made by James Meehan, the surveyor, in May 1840, 
that shows “Durras Water”707.  This is the earliest known use of the place name 
“Durras”. 
In 1854 McMillan purchased two blocks of land at Durras from the Crown for the 
upset price of £1 per acre.  Lot 107 comprised 66 acres and two roods708, and was 
described in the Crown documents as “bounded on the east by the western boundary 
of the village reserve”.  Lot 108 comprised 83 acres and three roods; it was described as 
“commencing at the west side of a village reserve”709. In all, James McMillan’s holdings 
totalled 175 acres and one rood, to the west of the previously surveyed village reserve.  
In 1857 John Spurgeon, his son in law, bought the fifty acre block that extended east 
from McMillan’s boundary to the beachfront and formed the southern boundary of 
 
706 The baptism certificate of their youngest son in 1850 gave his place of residence as “Durrasdale”; John Ayres, pers. 
comm. 23 September 2019. 
707 NSW State Archives, Surveyors’ Field Books, NRS 13889. 
708 NSW State Archives, Roy McMillan Primary Application for land title, PA 42255. There were four roods in an acre.   
709  Ibid. 
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the village reserve.  Local accounts report that James McMillan had originally wanted 
this block, and it did pass into family hands later.  The sketch map in Figure 6.2 shows 
these three blocks and their relation to the village reserve which had already been 
marked out by government surveyors.  It also shows Benandra Road running across 
the McMillan family’s property and continuing on across the block originally 
purchased by John Spurgeon toward Wasp Head.  The map demonstrates the extent of 
the surrounding forest reserves and crown land holdings south of Durras Creek; the 
McMillan family owned the only private property in that area. 
 
Figure 6.2:  South Durras sketch map, based on parish maps710 
As mentioned in Chapter Five, James McMillan was well known to travellers overland 
south of Ulladulla in the mid nineteenth century.  The track south led from Ulladulla 
 
710 Peter Freeman Pty. Ltd., Heritage Assessment of the Village of South Durras, prepared for Eurobodalla Shire Council 
(Canberra, 2001) 8. 
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through Murramarang, then through bush, along beaches, across lakes and over 
Durras Mountain to finally reach McMillans’ homestead, the only settlement on the 
track between Ulladulla and Nelligen.  From Durras the track led ten miles to the port 
of Nelligen.  A German traveller who later wrote about his sojourn in New South 
Wales, travelled on horseback from Ulladulla to Broulee in the mid 1850s.  He had 
“picked his way” from Murramarang along the coast.  At Durras he was “readily offered 
… food, accommodation and feed for the horse,” and in return offered music and song 
which was deemed unsuitable by the Presbyterian family on the Sabbath, but happily 
accepted the next day, Monday711. 
By 1870, as reported in the previous chapter, James McMillan was “chiefly engaged in 
felling and preparing the useful timber growing on the ranges around for the market,” 
to be shipped from the port of Nelligen712.  “Felling and preparing” may have included 
split posts and rails and hewn ironbark girders, as well as trimmed and debarked 
logs713.  James had three sons, William and James born in Scotland before the family 
migrated, and John, born in the colony, in his mid twenties by the time of this 
newspaper report, and they were doubtless all engaged in the work of timber getting.  
The scale of operations that is described  “as we got along down to Nelligen, his work 
lay on each side of the way, waiting for the timber truck and bullock team”714  is 
beyond the capacity of a man working alone. 
James also took on a mail contract, delivering mail from Ulladulla to Batemans Bay by 
horseback on a weekly basis.  In December 1872 he failed to return from the run and 
was found some days later drowned in a waterhole near Mogo Creek, south west of 
Batemans Bay715.  Tragically, his second son James drowned in the Clyde River a year 
later, almost to the day. 
 
711 John Fletcher, “Hermann Lau and his Sojourns (1854-1859) in Sydney, Goulburn, Braidwood, Araluen, Moruya and 
Shoalhaven” (Sydney:  Book Collectors’ Society of Australia, 1991) X. 
712 Australian Town and Country Journal, 26 November 1870, “Jottings By the Way:  Ulladulla to Bodalla (by our travelling 
reporter)” 10. 
713 See Table 5.1, Chapter Five, for examples of the timber products that were being shipped from Nelligen at this time. 
714 ibid. 
715 Australian Town and Country Journal, 18 Jan 1873, 6. 
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John, his youngest son, married Ellen Backhouse from another local settler family in 
1867.  They settled on the property at South Durras and raised sixteen children.  A 
steam sawmill was established on the McMillan land.  In 1891 George Guy reported 
that there was “a sawmill at Durras …, shipping timber at Beagle Bay, the property of 
William Gillies, capacity about 20,000 ft/wk”716.  The sawmill was built on the 
McMillan property and managed by John McMillan, so it is likely that the mill was 
built as some kind of partnership arrangement by the two men with William Gillies 
contributing capital for the sawmill machinery and equipment.  The Sydney Morning 
Herald records show regular shipments of timber, seven in all, from Durras in 1884, 
commencing in late January.  In 1885 a dozen loads were recorded; from 1886 when 
the newspapers discontinued daily reports of coasters inward, the records become 
sketchy but there are frequent references to various coastal traders leaving Sydney 
outward bound for Durras.  It is reasonable to assume that the sawmill was established 
and began production in January 1884, and according to press reports and school 
records, it continued to operate through till 1894 when the depression caused both the 
mill and the school to close. The establishment of the steam sawmill increased the 
intensity of harvesting in the local forest compared to the previous manual methods 
but the records that remain are not sufficient to draw any conclusions. 
There is no mention of William Gillies in the local newspapers of the time, but he is 
mentioned in the original Durras school file717.  In 1894 William visited the school 
room at Durras, demanding the return of some pieces of furniture he had left there 
ten years before when he returned to Sydney.  It is likely that he was a Sydney agent 
who invested in the Durras sawmill plant, as conjectured in the previous paragraph, at 
the height of the New South Wales residential investment boom and spent time at 
Durras while the mill was being established. He perhaps handled the sale of the mill’s 
timber in Sydney, and this could explain the apparent lack of newspaper publicity or 
 
716 Moruya Examiner, letter from George Guy dated 19 October 1891, on the subject of timber supplies.  Referring to the 
Durras mill, George Guy added that “this mill would not under any circumstances send timber to Bateman’s Bay,” 
which suggests some arrangement between the Durras mill and Francis Guy’s sawmill business around Bateman’s Bay. 
717 NSW State Archives and Records:  Durras Lake School, Administrative File: INX-32-4352, Item No [5/15773.3]. 
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advertising of the mill.  In 1893 he represented the Batemans Bay sawmill industry at a 
Sydney meeting of sawmillers with the Colonial Treasurer regarding the depression in 
the timber trade718.   
In 1889 a half time school was operating at “Durras Lake” with eighteen pupils; six of 
the children were John McMillan’s own family, but there were also children from four 
other families, suggesting a substantial workforce at the sawmill at that time719. 
 The sawmill was described in some detail by a traveller who visited in February 
1893720.  From Kioloa, he travelled with a companion down a mountain (Durras 
Mountain), and along a beach “passing on our way between the lake (which had lately 
become closed at the mouth) and the sea”.  They travelled along the beach for some 
time, then followed a bush track “for some distance” and were surprised to find a small 
village.  At the largest house, they met the manager, Mr McMillan who invited them to 
stay for the night with his family of at that point fifteen young adults and children  
“music and dancing made the evening pass right merrily”. 
There are conflicting undocumented accounts about the location of the sawmill in the 
local histories, but this traveller’s account makes it clear that it was initially situated as 
a report in the Moruya Examiner has it721, near the homestead on Lot 107.  The 
McMillan landholdings were subdivided in the 1950s by Roy McMillan, the youngest 
son of John and Ellen McMillan.  The subdivision includes two cul de sacs named 
respectively Mill Close and Ellen Close, situated on the original Lot 107, and running 
off each side of Benandra Road.  From their names and location, it can be surmised 
that these cul de sacs mark the location of the original mill and the homestead.   
The travellers followed a bush track from the beach “for some time”, and when they 
inspected the mill observed that as well as the machinery for producing sawn timber, 
 
718 Sydney Mail and New South Wales Advertiser, 13 May 1893, 955. 
719 ibid. 
720 “Rambles in Ulladulla No II,” by “Mariner,” Ulladulla and Milton Times, 25 February 1893, 5. 
721 “History Corner,” Moruya Examiner, 5 January 1978. 
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the mill was also equipped with a bandsaw producing felloes722, known colloquially in 
the industry as a “felly mill”.  Felloes were segments of the rim of a wooden wheel, 
their production represented skilled workmanship and a degree of value adding not 
usually associated at that time with a bush sawmill.  The timber of choice for felloes 
was Sydney blue gum, Eucalyptus saligna, which grew along the coast northward from 
Batemans Bay723.   
A tramline was used to carry timber from the mill to the beachfront for shipping.  The 
timber was loaded by punt onto the waiting vessels, anchored in the roadstead in the 
lee of Wasp Head.  All of the mill’s timber output went to Sydney; the travellers were 
told by John McMillan that 112,000 super feet were shipped on average each month, 
substantially more than George Guy’s 1891 estimate of 20,000 super feet each week.  
The mill employed about 24 hands, most of whom had worked there “for some time”.  
Those 24 men would include the logging and tramway crews.   
These travellers’ observations suggest a sawmill operation of considerable scale and 
stability, unusual for its time, but unfortunately to be short lived.  As discussed in 
Chapter Five, the building boom had run its course in New South Wales by the late 
1880s, and 1893, when these travellers were visiting Durras, marked the depths of the 
depression nationally.  As we saw in Chapter Five, Goodlet and Smith’s Sydney 
building firm made a loss in that year, for the first time in its near fifty year history 
and closed down its Kioloa sawmill just a few miles up the coast from Durras.  At 
Durras, by 1894 just a year after the travellers visited, the school was forced to close for 
lack of pupils and John McMillan wrote that he could not foresee when the mill’s 
activity would improve724.  It was around this time that William Gillies attempted to 
reclaim his belongings from the school room; he may have been visiting to finalise his 
involvement in the sawmill. 
 
722 George Backhouse, Where the Big Wheels Scream and Other Stories, (Batemans Bay:  The Clyde River and Batemans Bay 
Historical Society Inc, 1990), 13:  has a photo of Bob and Arthur Backhouse’s fellie mill, Cabbage Tree Creek, 1916. 
723 Leon Costermanns, Native Trees and Shrubs of South-Eastern Australia, revised edition (Chatswood NSW:  Reed New 
Holland 2013), 347. 
724 NSW State Archives and Records:  Durras Lake School, Administrative File: INX-32-4352, Item No [5/15773.3]. 
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The McMillan family continued to expand their landholdings.  The sketch map in 
Figure 6.3 shows Portion 31, comprising the beach and headland at Beagle Bay, which 
adjoins the block originally purchased by John Spurgeon.  It was surveyed in 1894, and 
purchased by “Strawbridge” (Strawbridge is the married name of one of John 
McMillan’s daughters, Kate).  Figure 6.2 shows Benandra Road finishing at the eastern 
boundary of the Spurgeon block, but there is a faint outline of the track extending to 
Wasp Head.  With the addition of this beach and headland block of land, the 
McMillan landholdings extended from the western boundary of the area across to the 
beachfront and secured their rights to access to shipping at Beagle Bay. 
  
 
Caption of published figure: 
The Strawbridge allotment, 1894. 
Plan of Portion 31, Parish of Benandra, surveyed 1894. 
Figure 6.3:  Portion 31 at Wasp Head purchased by Strawbridge725. 
 
 
725 Peter Freeman Pty Ltd., “South Durras Heritage Assessment,” 5. 
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Despite John McMillan’s gloomy outlook in 1894, the fortunes of the mill did improve, 
and the school reopened in 1897 as a half time school in conjunction with Cullendulla 
school.  The sketch map shown in Figure 6.4 was prepared by the school inspector in 
preparation for the reopening of the school.  It shows that John McMillan, with five 
school age children, and James McMillan, his eldest son, with one school age child and 
one infant, both lived within fifty metres of the school building.  A mill worker, Mr 
Keeling, with five school age children, lived 300 metres away. 
 
 
Figure 6.4:  Sketch map of Durras Lake and neighbouring schools726. 
 
Both of the neighbouring schools, Benandrah and Cullendulla, were associated with 
the sawmills owned by Francis Guy and mentioned in Chapter Five. Like the Durras 
Lake school, their pupils were the children of sawmill and forest workers at the mills. 
 
726 NSW State Archives and Records:  Durras Lake School, Administrative File: INX-32-4352, Item No [5/15773.3]. 
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These single teacher schools, sometimes half time, gave the children a rudimentary 
primary school level education after which the boys worked with their fathers and 
extended male family members to learn their trades in the mill and the forest727. There 
were no high schools on the south coast between Nowra and Bega, and no formal 
training courses for logging or sawmilling. There was a strict hierarchy in the sawmill, 
similar to that discussed in Chapter Three for the cedar getting teams, and sons of 
timber workers worked their way up from yard hands to the skilled trades of 
benchmen and sawyers, in an informal apprenticeship scheme. This informal 
apprenticeship system also made skilled work available to Aboriginal workers, as 
documented by John White: 
Aboriginal memories of participation in the timber industry are proud ones, 
reflecting positive experiences of fair pay and mastery of the skills required for 
milling timber728. 
At some time before 1912729, when the mill was still situated on Lot 107, the McMillans 
brought in a steam driven stern paddle wheel log punt to collect logs from around 
Durras Water.  Logs felled around the lake were snigged by bullock team to the shore 
for collection by the log punt, then transported to the mill by a horsedrawn 
tramway730.  In 1915, George Mitchell of the Mill Bay sawmill at Narooma brought in a 
similar steam punt to bring logs down to the mill from around Wagonga Inlet731. 
In 1909 one of John McMillan’s daughters, Lilian, died from tuberculosis, and in 1912 
John McMillan, at 66, fell victim to the same disease.  His obituary noted that he had 
been engaged in saw milling activities for many years732.  Members of his family 
continued to operate the sawmill.  
 
727 The daughters after leaving school usually “helped their mothers” at home until a usually early marriage. 
728 John M. White, “On the Road to Nerrigundah: An historical anthropology of Indigenous-settler relations in the 
Eurobodalla region of New South Wales”, Ph.D. thesis, Australian National University, 2010, 158. 
729 Benandarah Parish Map v7 notes:  LB 12.3780: in 1912, “Messrs McMillan” objected to the opening of the mouth of 
Durras Water to the sea.  This would have resulted in lowering the water levels in the lake and reduced the efficiency 
of the log punt operations. 
730 Judy Brown, A Glimpse into the Past at South Durras, (Batemans Bay: Judy Brown, 2019) 7. 
731 Cobargo Chronicle, 19 February 1915, 2. 
732 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 20 April 1912, 1. 
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 In 1916 the mill was relocated to Wasp Head and managed by Roy McMillan, the 
youngest son of the family, who was later bequeathed the McMillan properties at 
South Durras on the death of his mother.  He was forced to close the mill in 1930 with 
the onset of the Great Depression733, and moved to the North Coast where he became a 
very successful sawmiller and businessman.  In the 1950s, as previously mentioned, he 
subdivided much of the South Durras property and created the Ellen Estate, named 
after his mother.  He also ceded most of the beach and headland frontage in Portion 31 
to the government for incorporation into what is now Murramarang National Park. 
In the meantime, the three eldest sons, James, John and Robert, were building their 
own sawmilling and timber interests734.  Robert had gone to the Boer War as a trooper 
in the New South Wales Citizen Bushmen.  His unit returned to Australia in June 
1901735.  He married a girl from a local Batemans Bay family, started a family and 
became involved once more in the timber business.  The family’s mill had been 
consigning its timber to Allen Taylor and Company, a timber merchant firm 
established by its principal Allen Taylor in 1893736, which went on to become a leading 
timber and shipping company in the twentieth century.  After some difficulties with 
the arrangement, in 1906 Robert established a yard and office in Sydney and set up as 
a sole trader timber merchant.  An early letterhead is shown in Figure 6.5. 
 
733 “History Corner,” Moruya Examiner, 5 January 1978. 
734 John and Ellen McMillan had seven sons and nine daughters; the sons with their years of birth were James Gibson 1868, 
John Durras 1869, Robert 1872, William 1875, Alexander 1889, Albert Giles 1891, and Roy Milton, 1894.   
735 Australian War Memorial, awm.gov.au/collections/”New South Wales Citizen Bushmen,” accessed 14 October, 2019. 
736 Alan Roberts, 'Taylor, Sir Allen Arthur (1864–1940)', Australian Dictionary of Biography, National Centre of Biography, 
Australian National University, http://adb.anu.edu.au/biography/taylor-sir-allen-arthur-8753/text15335, published first in 





Figure 6.5:  Robert McMillan, timber merchant, letterhead example737. 
 
McMillan Bros. 1903-1912 
 James and John McMillan, the two eldest sons of John McMillan, had already struck 
out on their own.  In 1902, as McMillan Bros, they purchased a sawmill at Bermagui. 
Bermagui, on the coast a few kilometres south of Narooma, already had a long history 
as a port and a sawmilling centre.  It was outside the Nineteen Counties prescribed in 
the 1829 Limits of Location.  William Duggan Tarlinton, who had a property upstream 
from Braidwood, explored down the Clyde in 1829, reached Cobargo and Bermagui 
and took up a 1,040 acre run at Bermagui738.  Other settlers followed him down to 
 
737 Clyde Company papers, “Wagonga Mill – 1910”.  Papers held by Mrs Ann McMillan. 
738 K. Bruce Ryan, “Towns and Settlement of the South Coast, New South Wales” (PhD thesis, Australian National 
University, 1965), 52. 
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Cobargo and used the port of Bermagui to ship produce out and supplies in for their 
properties. 
In 1840 there was a store at the port, run by Sergeant A. McCausland, and a run 
belonging to A. Drummond; during the 1850s William Tarlinton had a boiling down 
works there, when it became unprofitable to ship his stock to market739.   
The first sawmilling venture to be mentioned was that of Thomas Morehead, who was 
reported in 1880 as having “for over eight years carried on a sawmill on this river, 
employing several men”740.  This observation was made during Bermagui’s brief flash of 
fame as a prospective gold find, in October 1880.  At the time of the gold rush, the 
township consisted of “one saw mill and the employees’ huts, probably less than 50 
permanent residents”741, and timber was “plentiful and cheap”742. 
In 1882 the Bega Standard mentioned a new sawmill owned by Messrs Henry and 
Gillespie “up the [Bermagui] river, with a 10hp portable engine and a vertical saw by 
Atlas foundry”743.  Thomas Morehead launched a schooner, the Alice May, in 
partnership with a Captain Smith, and the customary launching celebration was held 
at the new sawmill.  In 1883, Morehead and Smith bought the Sarah Beattie, a Brisbane 
Water built schooner744. It was wrecked on the Narooma bar in 1888; George Fuller, 
sawmiller of Narooma who later worked McMillan mills on tribute, salvaged the vessel 
and repaired her. 
In September 1902, James and John McMillan, as McMillan Bros, bought Thomas 
Morehead’s mill plant745, and in 1903 the business was officially registered as engaged 
in sawmilling at Bermagui with directors James Gibson McMillan and John 
McMillan746.  The beginnings of McMillan Bros heralded an innovative and expansive 
 
739 Ibid.  
740 Sydney Morning Herald, 8 October 1880, 7. 
741 Delegate Argus, 1 March 1907, 4. 
742 Daily Telegraph, 7 October 1880, 6. 
743 Bega Standard and Candelo, Merimbula, Pambula, Eden, Wolumla and General Advertiser, 11 November 1882, 3. 
744 Dundon,” Shipbuilders of Brisbane Water,” 304. 
745 Cobargo Chronicle, 12 September 1902, 3. 
746 New South Wales State Archives and Records:  Item No [2/8531], page no. 409, File No. 6818. 
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Figure 6.6:  Advertisement placed in local newspaper by McMillan Bros upon purchase of 
sawmill at Bermagui747. 
 
The mill had been running for thirty years under Thomas Morehead’s management, 
but his retirement was sadly brief; he died in October 1903748. 
In early 1905 McMillan Bros received an order from Germany for all the box timber 
they could cut749, “box timber” being Coastal Grey Box, or Eucalyptus bosistoana.  The 
local newspaper reported that to meet the order for box timber, haulers were having 
to go “as far as Breakfast Creek for logs”750.   
E. bosistoana grew along the coast from south of Sydney to East Gippsland “although 
nowhere very common”751; its wood is “very strong, hard, heavy and durable, and 
excellent for heavy construction”752.  As ironbark became increasingly scarce due to 
intense exploitation of the species throughout the second half of the nineteenth 
 
747 Cobargo Chronicle, 17 October 1902, 4. 
748 South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus, 10 October 1903, 5. 
749 South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus, 4 March 1905, 4. 
750 Cobargo Chronicle, 24 February 1905, 3.  Breakfast Creek is in the Coolagolite district just west of Cobargo, so well 
outside economic haulage distances for bullock teams. 
751 Norman Hall, R D Johnston, and G M Chippendale, Forest Trees of Australia (Canberra:  Australian Government 
Publishing Service, 1970), 230. 
752  Costermanns, “Native Trees and Shrubs of South-Eastern Australia”, 366. 
 
188  
century, coastal grey box was much sought after to replace ironbark where these wood 
qualities were required.  Its stands were largely cleared in the early twentieth century; 
the species does not regenerate easily, and there is now very limited availability753. 
In June 1905 McMillan Bros announced its intention of moving the sawmill to 
Corunna, just a few kilometres north, “where there is a splendid lot of first class 
timber available”754 whilst continuing to maintain a timber depot at Bermagui755. It is 
likely that the availability of timber on the crown lands around Corunna, and 
particularly coastal grey box to fill their German orders, was a factor in their decision 
to move the mill.  When John McMillan, representing McMillan Bros and the mill at 
Corunna, gave evidence to the Royal Commission of Inquiry on Forestry early in 1908, 
he particularly noted that the grey box was very plentiful “and the further south you 
go the better it is”756.  He told the Commission of the large order for grey box timber 
for Germany which they had completed at the Corunna mill, and shipped from 
Bermagui.  He also gave evidence that almost all the private lands in the area had been 
ringbarked (see Figure 6.7). It is likely also, that with at least one mill operating at 
Bermagui continuously since the early 1870s, the easily accessible timber in the area 
had become increasingly scarce.  
The mill at Bermagui was dismantled in mid July 1905.  It was another two months 
before they were able to start cutting on their new site at Corunna757.  A team of 
twenty two bullocks hauled the eight ton boiler for the new mill to Corunna; 
according to the local newspaper “a rather long string of oxen with which to negotiate 
the many sharp turns on the Tilba road”758. 
 
753 Ibid. 
754 Southern Star, 22 July 1905, 4. 
755 Cobargo Chronicle, 28 July 1905, 2. 
756 Transcript of Proceedings, 17 January 1908, Report of the New South Wales Royal Commission of Inquiry on Forestry, 
part 2 (Sydney:  W A Gullick, Government Printer, 1908). 
757 Southern Star, 20 September 1905, 2. 




Figure 6.7:  Present day Google Earth map of Corunna, Tilba and Bermagui locality, 
which also shows the extent of early clearing (mostly by ringbarking). 
 
In September 1906 it was reported that the Corunna sawmill had been working full 
time for some time759.  The mill was filling Canadian and home orders, cutting 15,000 
super feet weekly and employing six bullock teams to fell and haul logs and cart sawn 
timber.  They had also been shipping sawn timber to Gippsland “via Eden”760; they may 
have shipped the timber in a coastal ketch to Eden where it was transferred to a larger 
ship for the voyage to Gippsland.  In 1907 the mill was reported to be very busy in the 
export market, cutting orders for Germany, Japan and Melbourne761.  In 1908, John 
McMillan told the Royal Commission that “[I]f it were not for the export trade we 
would be starving” but this does not accord with other evidence of the state of the 
timber trade at the time762.  William Riley, of Brandaree sawmill, Ulladulla, also gave 
 
759 Australian Town and Country Journal, 19 September 1906, 16. 
760 Cobargo Chronicle, 16 March 1906, 3. 
761 Bega Budget, 21 September 1907, 1. 
762 “Royal Commission of Inquiry into Forestry part 2,” 17 January 1908, 487. 
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evidence to the Royal Commission at around the same time that business was very 
brisk, and his mill had orders booked months ahead763. 
In 1908, McMillan Bros paid £1,200 for a farming property of 411 acres near Corunna 
Lake to provide fodder for their horses and bullocks764.  Feed for horse and bullock 
teams was a significant business cost, similar to diesel for trucks and logging 
machinery in contemporary times.  The property was known as Corunna Farm, and 
later Clyde Farm.  The McMillan family held the property for at least three decades, 
but from late 1934 it was rented out765. 
At the same time, the brothers also expanded their operations further south to Tanja, 
on the north side of the mouth of the Bega River.  In late 1907 the press reported that 
“McMillan Bros, the well known sawmillers, of Tilba district, purpose erecting another 
mill on the Tanja side of Bega River”766, and in December 1907 that “Mr L. V. Harrison 
is erecting a sawmill at the mouth of the Bega River.  McMillan Bros, the well known 
and enterprising sawmill proprietors of Corunna, are putting up a plant at the same 
spot”767.  Leonard Harrison had a long association with the south coast and sawmilling; 
in 1884 he was a member of the Eden Progress Committee, in 1888 a sawmill 
proprietor at Nelligen and declared bankrupt, in 1906 an influential figure in the Tanja 
Progress Society, and in 1922 “late of Nelligen, sawmiller,” applying for discharge from 
bankruptcy768.  The site he and the McMillan brothers had chosen for their sawmills 
was on the northern shore of the Bega River very close to its mouth “within easy reach 
of one of the finest belts of timber on the coast”769. 
 
763 “Royal Commission of Inquiry into Forestry part 2”, 9 January 1908, 468. 
764 Purchased from E. C. Branch:  Bega Budget 4 Apr 1908, 1. 
765 Clyde Company Papers, ledger entries for Corunna Farm Capital Account and Corunna Farm Working Account. 
766 Southern Star, Wed 30 Oct 1907, 2. 
767 Bega Budget, 4 Dec 1907, 2. 
768 The Bega Standard and Candelo, Merimbula, Pambula, Eden, Wolumla, and General Advertiser, 2 August 1884, 2; New 
South Wales Government Gazette, 8 November 1888 (No 699), 7987; Southern Star, 20 June 1906, 2, New South 
Wales Government Gazette, 26 May 1922, Issue no. 84, 3082.  In 1919 L. V. Harrison was reported as seeking to rebuild 
a sawmill recently burnt down in the Wingham district on the mid North Coast, so he appears to have had a long and 
varied career in the timber industry:  The Wingham Chronicle and Manning River Observer, 12 Dec 1919, 3. 
769 Bega Budget, 26 February 1908, 2. 
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Preparations continued for the new mill, with a new partnership arrangement in place.  
From April 1908, reports of the mill’s progress referred to its developers as Messrs. 
McMillan and Innes.  The Innes brothers, Ike and Charles, were originally from 
Batemans Bay770, but were involved in sawmilling in the Bega area for many years.  
Charles in 1907 had taken up a sawmill at Cuttagee just south of Bermagui on shares, 
but the mill at the mouth of the river was their first venture around Bega; Bega history 
has it that Ike and Charles Innes “built their first sawmill on Bay Rd in Mogareeka”771.  
This present day location coincides precisely with the 1908 location of Messrs. 
McMillan and Innes’ mill.  It seems that the partnership of McMillan and Innes was 
one of two sets of brothers, John jnr. and James McMillan, and Ike and Charles Innes. 
Before the mill was completed, they received an order for 50,000 super feet of timber 
for Tathra wharf.  It started up in May 1908, with a capacity of 25,000 to 30,000 super 
feet of timber per week772, and by 6 June they had sent the first instalment of timber to 
Tathra wharf.  The timber they supplied was described by a local builder as the best he 
had seen, “the ironbark sticks were faultless”773.  By late July they had received large 
orders from Melbourne and Eden and were “besieged with business … reluctantly 
compelled to turn orders away”774.  The Sydney market took over in 1909 and they were 
sending almost all their output north to the capital.  It was reported that “the demand 
is exceptionally keen and good prices are being realised”775.  In 1910 the timber industry 
was said to be booming from Corunna to Bodalla, with four sawmills in full swing776.  It 
was said in 1912 that if the demand for timber continued, it would require a steamer to 
cope with the timber cargoes alone777. 
 
770 Bombala Times, 31 January 1919, 4. 
771 www.begadistrictnews.com.au/story/4434336/unknown-family-links-discovered-before-swim; accessed 4 February 
2020. 
772 Bega Budget, 20 May 1908, 2. 
773 Bega Budget, 1 July 1908, 2. 
774 Bega Budget, 22 July 1908, 2. 
775 Bega Budget, 14 April 1909, 2. 
776 South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus, 15 July 1910, 4. 
777 Bega Budget, 25 September 1912, 2. 
 
192  
The partnership between the McMillan brothers and the Innes brothers, although 
apparently successful, appears to have been relatively brief.  At the end of October 
1910, it was reported that “Mr. Innes has a large quantity of sawn timber stacked at 
Moon Bay, ready for shipment to Sydney by Mr McMillan’s boat, the Clyde”778.  In May 
1911 “McMillan Bros of the Corunna sawmill” advertised for teams to draw logs at 
either the Tathra or Corunna mills779.  McMillan Bros retained the sawmill, and 
installed a manager, Joseph Lipscombe, who was to have a long association with the 
McMillan sawmills780.  In September of that year, McMillan Bros.  also purchased “all 
my sawmill plant known as Bega Sawmills at Tanja” from Eliza Harrison along with 
the right to occupy twelve acres of land781.  The plant included a twenty horsepower 
boiler, 16 horsepower engine, and circular breaking down and bench saws.  
Meanwhile, on 13 September, it was reported that L. V. Harrison had sold “his Tanja 
mill to Mr C. Innes, for some time connected with the mill at the mouth of the 
river”782.  In 1914 the McMillans’ Wee Clyde loaded timber from Innes’ sawmill for 
shipment to Sydney783. 
The Tanja mill operated successfully for some years, and in 1913 was exporting spotted 
gum timbers to Germany in response to “brisk demand”784.  This trade would no doubt 
have ceased abruptly the following year with the outbreak of World War I. 
The mill had ceased operations by 1916; the auditors’ report for that year noted that 
there had been no trading at the Tanja (or Tathra as it was referred to in McMillan 
company documents) mill that year.   Although the New South Wales Forestry 
Commission issued a sawmill license and occupation permit for the Tanja mill in 
 
778 Twofold Bay Magnet and South Coast and Southern Monaro Advertiser, 31 October 1910, 5. 
779 Bega Budget, 17 May 1911, 2. 
780 Southern Star, 2 September 1911, 2. 
781 Clyde Papers:  Tanja Mill – 1911.  Sale of Mill from Eliza Harrison to McMillan Bros, dated 14 September 1911. 
782 Southern Star, 13 September 1911, 2. 
783 Southern Star, 31 October 1914, 3. 
784 Southern Star, 22 November 1913, 2. 
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1918785, the 1918 Clyde Sawmilling Company Auditor’s report noted that “this mill is 
closed down and … there is no trading”786. 
The meagre traces of these business activities that are left to us, only underline the 
fluid relationships and business dealings within the timber industry of the time, and 
the occasionally ephemeral nature of sawmilling operations. 
 
Riley and McMillan 
While John McMillan and James McMillan were developing their sawmilling 
enterprises on the far south coast, Robert McMillan was also expanding his business 
interests, and in 1907 he had entered into a partnership with William Riley, the mayor 
of Ulladulla, mentioned above as giving evidence to the Royal Commission of Inquiry, 
in the Brandaree sawmill.   
This sawmill was first established by William Cashman, who had been a partner in a 
sawmill established on the harbour at Ulladulla in 1875787 and eventually became sole 
proprietor in 1882.  He moved the sawmill to Brandaree Creek on the banks of Burrill 
Lake, just a few kilometres south of Ulladulla, not long before he was killed in a horse
riding accident in July 1885788.   The Ireland brothers purchased the mill from the 
Cashman estate and ran it for almost two decades789.  One of the brothers moved to 
the north coast in around 1903 and William Riley bought his share.  When the 
remaining brother decided in 1907 to follow his brother north, Robert McMillan 
purchased his share of the mill790, and entered into a partnership with William Riley to 
continue the Brandaree mill.  The firm of Riley and McMillan was registered as 
sawmilling and timber merchants of Ulladulla on 25 April 1911791.  The mill had been 
 
785 The requirements for sawmill licenses were introduced as part of the Forestry Act 1916; the existing sawmills were 
issued with licenses retrospectively. 
786 Clyde Papers:  1918 Audit. 
787 Australian Town and Country Journal, 19 June 1875, 33. 
788 New South Wales State Archives and Records, Probate Packet 13660, Item [3-12149]. 
789 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 18 February 1893, 7. 
790 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 27 April 1907, 4. 
791 New South Wales State Archives:  Packet No. 20395, Item No [2/8542]. 
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able to operate in this location for over twenty years because of its access by punt to 
logs around the banks of Burrill Lake792 and when William Riley gave evidence to the 
Royal Commission he stated that there was another five years’ supply of logs within 
paying distance of the mill793.   
The venture appears to have been a success; as William Riley had stated at the Royal 
Commission, they were getting as many orders as they could fill, and in 1908 they 
installed a new 18 horsepower boiler and engine, doubling the output of the mill to 
25,000 feet per week794.  William Riley described to the Royal Commission the 
products that the mill was shipping; they included telegraph arms of spotted gum for 
the London market, beams of varying sizes for South Africa, wheelwrights’ timber for 
Sydney, and timber for the Meadowbank Company at Ryde for building railway trucks 
and carriages.   
Figure 6 shows a 1914 order for wheelwrights’ timber from a Sydney wheelwrights’ 
supplies firm.  The letterhead gives an interesting insight into the importance of the 
industry during the period.  It demonstrates the scale of the business, details of the 
timbers used and the wide range of goods supplied795. 
 
 
792 Shoalhaven Telegraph, 9 June 1886, 3:  the notice of auction mentions that the sawmill plant includes punts and a boat. 
793 Royal Commission of Inquiry into Forestry, 468. 
794 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 4 July 1908, 4. 




Figure 6.9:  Order for Wheelwrights’ Timber by D. Hardy & Sons Ltd, Pyrmont, 1914. 
Source: Clyde Sawmilling Company papers. 
 
The Wee Clyde 
William Riley and Robert McMillan,  the partners in Riley and McMillan, teamed up 
with Robert’s brothers in McMillan Bros, James and John McMillan, in 1908 to have a 
steamer built to take timber from Ulladulla, the port for Riley and McMillan’s mill at 
Brandaree, and Narooma, the port for McMillan Bros’ Corunna mill.  Henry Dent, one 
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of the Dent brothers from Jervis Bay,796 entered into a contract in May 1908 with the 
four principals of the two firms, Riley and McMillan and McMillan Bros, to build the 
steamer at Fosters Bay in Wagonga Inlet.797  The keel was laid in June of that year798, 68 
feet long, 18” x 24” and cut from one single spotted gum on Gulaga mountain (Mount 
Dromedary).799 She was launched in late September 1909 and initially christened the 
Clyde.  Her name was changed to the Wee Clyde when it became known that there was 
another vessel named the Clyde, probably the vessel originally built and operated by 
Francis Guy of Batemans Bay.  
 
 
Figure 6.10:  The Launching of the SS Wee Clyde, 29 September 1909800. 
The launching was a very grand affair, as was the tradition in the coastal shipbuilding 
community.  Seven to eight hundred people witnessed the launch.  The Central Tilba 
 
796 The history of the Dent family at Jervis Bay was discussed in Chapter Four. 
797 Illawarra Mercury, 12 May 1908, 1. 
798 Twofold Bay Magnet and South Coast and Southern Monaro Advertiser 18 Oct 1909, 1. 
799 Cobargo Chronicle, 19 May 1917, 2. 
800 Noel Butlin Archives Centre, ANU Canberra:  N103/57. 
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Band played for the occasion, and five hundred guests were invited to the luncheon 
that followed, while their children had a picnic on the lawn.801 
The Wee Clyde was 110 feet long, with estimated tonnage of 140 tons, and would carry 
75,000 super feet of timber.  Her hatch was especially designed for the loading and 
unloading of timber.802   
Shortly after launching, she was towed to Sydney to have her engine, boilers and other 
machinery fitted.  She successfully completed her steam trials in December 1908 and 
then entered the South Coast timber trade.803  Early in January 1909 the Ulladulla and 
Milton Times reported that she visited Ulladulla port and loaded timber from Riley 
and McMillan’s mill at Brandaree.804 
The owners soon put the Wee Clyde into service taking goods and supplies to the coast 
on her voyage south from Sydney; she would then return with sawn timber from their 
sawmills at Corunna and Brandaree, as well as hewn sleepers and girders from the 
forest and dairy produce from the local farms.  Robert McMillan, with his Sydney yard 
and office, managed the operations of the Wee Clyde.  By May 1910, his business 
letterhead, shown in Figure 4, included his role as “Agent:  SS Wee Clyde”.  Her 
operations were very successful; in 1912 she earned ￡976 4s 10d, more than a quarter 
of the combined profits of the owners, ￡3665 8s 7d805. 
Wagonga Sawmill 
In 1910 Robert McMillan purchased a sawmill plant at Wagonga from Abraham 
Jennings, formerly of Tomakin and Port Macquarie806 and now of Eastern Dorrigo.   
 
801 Laurelle Pacey, Narooma’s Past: Steamers, Sawmills and Salmon (PO Box 439, Narooma N.S.W. 2546: Laurelle Pacey), 
68. 
802 Twofold Bay Magnet, 18 October 1909, 1. 
803 Cobargo Chronicle, 24 December 1909, 2. 
804 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 8 January 1910, 5. 
805 Clyde Papers:   Income Tax Statement for year ended 31 December 1912, Clyde Sawmilling and Shipping Co. Limited. 
806 As recounted in Chapter Five. 
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The settlement at Wagonga, at the head of Wagonga Inlet, was first established in the 
early 1860s, primarily as a supply point for the Gulph gold diggings807.  The residents of 
Nerrigundah at the Gulph gold diggings commissioned the surveying and building of a 
road from the diggings direct to the head of Wagonga Inlet as an alternative to the 
established much longer route from Moruya.  The road was completed in 1862 and a 
small settlement spread along the western shore for a kilometre, between the surveyed 
village site and Punkalla Bay808.  The village site was eventually proclaimed in the 
1880s, and a Government wharf was built to service the steamers. 
Abraham Jennings was in possession of the sawmill at Wagonga, one hundred yards 
from the Government wharf, in the early 1900s.  While he owned the sawmill plant, 
the land on which it stood was leased from a Henry Pollock809.  In 1907 Abraham 
Jennings leased the sawmill plant to the Cahill family for five years, with right of 
renewal for a further five years810.  However, in 1910 Jennings, now of Eastern Dorrigo, 
sold the sawmill plant to “Robert McMillan, Timber Merchant of Sydney” for £120, “to 
be paid in four quarterly instalments commencing in three months’ time”811.   
The sawmill was leased to Arthur H. Preddy, a longtime Narooma sawmiller and 
builder, in February 1912, for a twelve month period.  An auditor’s statement of 
company affairs for the year ended 31 December 1913 shows that the mill made a profit 
of £289 in that year. 
Mulwhy  
The firm of McMillan Bros in June 1911 leased a property of ten acres “more or less” 
that had been known as Mulric Farm from Edmond McCauley, a member of a 
pioneering family on the Clyde River whose father had piloted the first steamer to sail 
 
807 William Henry Corkhill, Taken at Tilba; photographs from the William Henry Corkhill Tilba Tilba collection, National 
Library of Australia; with an introduction by H. J. Gibbney and N. C. Hoyer (Canberra:  National Library of Australia, 
1983) xii. 
808 Dr J. W. Turner, Hunter History Consultants: Eurobodalla Shire Council Thematic History report, August 1996. 
809 Clyde Papers:  1907 Wagonga Mill 1. 
810 Ibid.  
811 Clyde Papers:  Wagonga Mill 1910.  The inventory accompanying the sales agreement includes a Cornish flue boiler.  
This boiler was included in a boiler insurance policy taken out by Clyde Sawmilling Co Limited in 1918, still operating at 
the Wagonga site.  
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from Batemans Bay to Nelligen in 1853812.  The original agreement is shown in Figure 




Figure 6.11:  Agreement between Edmond McCauley and McMillan Bros:  Mulwhy sawmill 
Robert McMillan arranged a duplicate solicitor’s agreement in 1914 with an 
“explanation” that “[I]t is understood by the term “renewal annually” that McMillan 
Bros (now known as Clyde Sawmilling Coy.) can renew the lease of the property … 
 
812 Braidwood Despatch and Mining Journal 12 April 1905, 2. 
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each year for all time at the stated sum of £20 per annum rental”.  That Edmond 
McCauley also signed this version of the agreement is a further example of dealings 
between trusted neighbours.  Fortunately for the McCauley family, Clyde Sawmilling 
Co. did not hold them to the letter of this agreement; the company relinquished the 
lease in 1938813. 
 
CLYDE SAWMILLING AND SHIPPING COMPANY LIMITED 
 
In December 1911 the two firms of Riley and McMillan and McMillan Bros came 
together as one limited company, Clyde Sawmilling and Shipping Co. Limited.  The 
four principals, Robert McMillan, William Riley, James McMillan and John McMillan 
pooled the resources of their respective firms in the new company, with capital 
£60,000 in £1 shares, of which 25,000 fully paid up shares were issued; all but three 
going to the four principals.  The three McMillan brothers received equal shares and 
William Riley a slightly smaller share.  Robert McMillan became Managing Director, 
with an annual salary of £260, each of the other three became Director and Mill 
Manager, with salaries of £208 each.  It is interesting to note that in the Company’s 
1914 tax return, Joseph Lipscombe was listed as the mill manager at Tathra (as the 
Tanja mill was known in the company documents) with an annual salary of £210.  
Joseph Lipscombe was to have an important future role in the management of the 
company’s sawmills.  The combined assets of the new company included the mills at 
Brandaree, Corunna, Wagonga, and Tanja, a mill in the course of erection at Mulwhy, 
timber yard and export business in Sydney814, and the S.S. Wee Clyde815.  William Riley 
had contributed less than the three brothers  his half share in the Brandaree mill and 
wharf facilities at Ulladulla, and his one quarter share in the Wee Clyde  hence his 
 
813 Clyde Sawmilling Company ledger entries for Mulwhy 1911-1938. 
814 The timber yard and head office were at Russell’s Wharf, Barker Street, Sydney.  Source:  Clyde Papers – 1914 – 
Certificate of Registration. 
815 The Ulladulla and Milton Times, 23 December 1911, 1. 
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slightly smaller shareholding in the new company.  The assets of the new company did 
not include the original McMillan family property or sawmill at South Durras; the 
three McMillan brothers did not have interests in the original McMillan family 
property, which remained in the hands of other siblings.  However, until the South 
Durras mill closed in 1930, it was included on the letterhead of Robert’s Sydney timber 
yard, and later of Clyde Sawmilling and Shipping Co. Limited.  As noted earlier, the 
South Durras sawmill was managed by the youngest McMillan brother, Roy, and the 
company continued to have business dealings with him at South Durras and later after 
his move to the north coast. 
The sawmill at Mulwhy commenced operations in mid 1912.  James McMillan became 
manager of the new mill; he had a house built there in 1913 and took up residence in 
the small village that formed around the mill, while John McMillan continued to 
manage the Corunna mill along with oversight of Tanja, and the shipping operations 
of the Wee Clyde at Narooma. 
A Statement of Affairs for the company for the year 1913 was prepared by accountants 
at the request of Robert McMillan, as Managing Director.  It noted company profits of 
£2,057.18.10 for the year 1912, and £1,745.12.6 for the year 1913.  Five mills were 
operating in 1913, at Corunna, Brandaree, Tathra (Tanja), Mulwhy and Wagonga816 . 
The Corunna mill was burnt down on 15 January 1914, with only the boiler being saved.  
According to press reports, the damage was estimated at £1,900 and the mill was only 
lightly insured:   
Quite a gloom was cast over the community when the news came to hand 
yesterday, for there are very few more esteemed citizens than the 
McMillans in the Tilba district817. 
The firm wasted no time in replacing the jobs and output lost at Corunna; within six 
weeks they had the Wagonga mill up and running:  “The enterprising local sawmill 
proprietors, McMillan Bros, have their mill in full swing at Wagonga thus giving 
 
816 Wagonga mill was operated on tribute by A. H. Preddy in the first half of 1913, according to papers in the Clyde Papers 
collection. 
817 Cobargo Chronicle, 16 January 1914, 3. 
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employment to all their men, which means regular trips for the S.S. Wee Clyde818,” and 
of course there would have been no shortage of employment for their men in setting 
up the Wagonga mill so quickly.  This mill was known  in the company records (only) 
as “Punkalla,” as the district further south on Wagonga Inlet from Wagonga village 
(where the mill was situated) was known.   
John McMillan while at Corunna had acquired a traction engine, a wheeled steam 
engine, for the company, state of the art for its time.  It was used to haul logs from the 
bush to the mill. 
 
Figure 6.12:  A traction engine at work, hauling sawn timber819. 
The traction engine, a wheeled steam engine,  was developed in England in the mid
nineteenth century; one of the first was developed in 1860 by Thomas Aveling820. They 
became popular for use in agricultural and timber industry use but were superseded in 
the 1930s by petrol driven tractors and diesel powered bulldozers. Small traction 
engines, known as ‘steam tractors’ in England, weighed less than five tons, and could 
 
818 Cobargo Chronicle, 27 February 1914, 4. 




be operated by one man. One of the most popular was the Garrett 4CD. Its English 
manufacturer, Richard Garrett and Sons, exported 49 per cent of its traction and 
ploughing engines821. The engine pictured in Figure 6.12 is a small traction engine.  
There were twenty six traction engines operating in sawmill and firewood mills in 
Victoria in 1912, an indication of their popularity in the timber industry in Australia822. 
In mid May 1914 the engine was driven across from Corunna to Wagonga to begin 
hauling logs to the company’s new sawmill.  It appears that while there had been 
general scepticism when this machine first appeared in the bush, the locals were 
impressed by its performance as these reports show: 
The iron horse came in for some adverse criticisms as to its ability to haul 
logs from the scrub, but so far it has proved a great success.  One day last 
week, without any shouting, flogging or picturesque cursing, it put out 200 
yards of wire rope, fastened to a log containing 1500ft., landing it to the top 
of the steep hill in fifteen minutes823. 
 
The traction engine was able to haul logs out of steep gullies inaccessible to bullock 
teams and “once on the road, the tractor as a traveller can beat the bullocks hollow”824.  
It continued its success: in 1923 when based at Fosters Bay mill on Wagonga Inlet, it 
was reported that the mill was held up for a month while the traction engine, used for 
hauling logs out of the rough gullies, was awaiting repairs825. 
Use of steam power and the traction engine for logging intensified the impact of 
McMillans’ forest operations in the bush compared to the animal muscle of bullock 
teams. As these contemporary quotes show, the traction engine enabled access for the 
first time to logs from the steep gullies, which would include valuable wet sclerophyll 
and rainforest species826. It was also much faster than bullock teams in harvesting the 
 
821 www.tractors.fandom.com. 
822 M Churchward, “The Role of Steam Power in the Victorian Hardwood Sawmilling Industry”, Australian Journal of Multi-
disciplinary Engineering, 6 no. 1 (2008) 61. 
823 Cobargo Chronicle, 15 May 1914, 2. 
824 Cobargo Chronicle, 20 May 1916, 2. 
825 Cobargo Chronicle, 4 August 1923, 2. 
826 In the 1970s, veteran logging contractors – the ‘old ones’ – still referred to going down into the gullies as ‘going down 
into the myrtle’ – myrtle beech, Nothofagus cunninghamii, a rainforest species. Pers. comm. Bruce Davis, sawmiller, 
Lawlers Creek, 1972 to 2005. 
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logs and transporting them into the mill, enabling more logs to be delivered to the 
mill for processing. 
By 1916 the mills at Tanja and Brandaree had ceased trading; the auditor’s report for 1916 
notes that the only entries for Brandaree were for rent, £5 and William Riley’s salary, 
£208, and for Tanja there was £264 paid in wages even though there was “practically no 
trading”827.  When William Riley had given evidence to the Forest Commission of Inquiry 
in 1908, he had estimated that the supply of logs within paying distance of the mill 
would last another five years828, and this estimate appears to have been reasonably 
accurate. The Tanja mill plant was later transferred to Stoney Creek mill; the transaction 
was recorded in the company ledger in 1923829.  Mulwhy on the Clyde River, managed by 
James McMillan, and Wagonga, managed by John McMillan, were the company’s only 
operating coastal sawmills in 1916.  However in that year, the company was successful 
in tendering for the timber rights on Bodalla Estate and a mostly completed sawmill on 
the estate’s property at Potato Point, on the coast east of Bodalla, after Bodalla 
Company’s dealings with the Ironbark Timber Company were terminated. 
 
The Ironbark Timber Company Limited was established by Lindsay Wilson with his 
brother Robert Shepherd Wilson.  In 1909 they registered their firm, Southern 
Sawmills, located at Milton, with the nature of their business specified as “trading in 
sawn and hewn timber” 830.   In mid 1909 they built a sawmill at Lake Conjola, just 
north of Milton, comprising two plants with a combined output of 40,000 super feet 
each week831; the boiler which weighed over ten tons was shipped from Sydney to 
Bomaderry railway station, and taken the rest of the way to Conjola by bullock wagon, 
with a team of twenty bullocks to draw the load832. 
 
827 Clyde Papers:  Clyde Company – 1916, “Financial Affairs,” prepared by George Dunbar.  Joseph Lipscombe’s salary of 
£210 per annum accounted for most of the wages paid from Tanja mill. 
828 Forest Commission of Inquiry transcript, Thursday 9 January 1908, Courthouse, Milton. 
829 Clyde Papers:  Ledger account Tathra Mill Plant and machinery. 
830 NSW State Archives:  Item No [2/8541] Page no. 235, File No. 18703, Number INX-48-32115. 
831 South Coast Times and Wollongong Argus, 1 May 1909, 4. 
832 Ulladulla and Milton Times, 17 July 1909, 4. 
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Meanwhile the Bodalla Company had become interested in selling the timber rights to 
part of their extensive estate.  The Bodalla Estate around Tuross River and Bodalla was 
created by Thomas Sutcliffe Mort833, who with share farmers, established extensive 
dairying and cheese making enterprises on the property.  After his death in 1878, his 
extended family eventually settled in England and left the management of the estate 
to the Bodalla Company board and an estate manager.  When the final sale of the 
assets of the Bodalla Company occurred in 1989, the Canberra Times described the 
estate as “an anachronism, a relic of the English way of life …  this financial dinosaur, a 
huge English country estate on Australian soil”834.   
The estate extended to the coast along the Tuross River and Lake Brou.  While the 
inland river frontage lands were rich dairying and agricultural lands, the coastal lands 
were forested and of less value for farming.   
At the meeting of the Bodalla Company board on 5 June 1912 the board members 
signed an agreement with the Ironbark Timber Co. to fell and remove spotted gum 
and ironbark on the estate.  A £500 guarantee was required; the Company agreed to 
advance this to the Wilsons835.  Numerous promises from Lindsay Wilson followed, 
and numerous threats of extreme measures from the Board.   
Lindsay Wilson appears to have had an entrepreneurial spirit; in November 1912 the 
Ironbark Timber Company Limited was registered with £60,000 in £1 shares, “to 
acquire the business carried on at Sydney and Conjola and elsewhere by Lindsay 
Wilson and Robt. S. Wilson as the Ironbark Timber Co, with a registered office in 
Sydney”836.  The manager of the Bodalla Estate, Douglas Hutchison, advised caution in 
the Company’s dealings with the Wilsons with these prescient remarks: 
From other timber getters about here I’ve heard that they are not too 
financial and only [illegible] their business into a larger company to get 
 
833 Among other claims to fame, Thomas Sutcliffe Mort established an auction house and wool brokers, built the Mort Dock 
at Balmain, and invented refrigerated shipping which transformed Australian meat and butter exports. 
834 Canberra Times, 21 October 1989, 23. 
835Bodalla Company Papers, NBAC 11/20/94, Minutes of Bodalla Estate Board meeting, 5 June 1912.  
836 Dun’s Gazette for New South Wales, Vol 8 No 22 (November 25, 1912). 
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them out of other trouble but of course there may be nothing to it.  There is 
one thing if they don’t come up to the mark, we can get plenty of others to 
take it on”837. 
 
Numerous delays ensued in the construction of a sawmill at Potato Point by Ironbark 
Timber Company, as part of their agreement.  In early February 1914, Lindsay Wilson 
assured the secretary of Bodalla Company that the Conjola machinery would be 
removed to Potato Point “forthwith”838. Eventually, in May 1914 it was reported that the 
Conjola boiler, drawn by 28 bullocks, had been removed for shipment to Moruya839. 
The unhappy story of continued promises and delays by Lindsay Wilson, and 
continued accommodation and respite granted by Bodalla Company only ended in 
November 1915 when Ironbark Timber Company Limited entered liquidation and the 
liquidator invited tenders for the Potato Point sawmill, with an estimated value of 
£3,500, together with the timber rights for Bodalla.  It appears that no serious offers 
were received, and in September 1916 the Bodalla Company paid the liquidator £1,000 
for the mill and plant840.   
In August the Bodalla Company had called for tenders for the timber rights and 
sawmill.  Clyde Sawmilling offered by far the highest tender:  £1,250 for the sawmill, 
20/  per 1000 sawn super feet for spotted gum, and 25/  per 1000 sawn super feet for 
ironbark.   The local manager of the Bodalla Estate recommended that their tender be 
accepted: “John McMillan who does the work at this end is a hardworking honest man 
who is thoroughly practical at his business”841, and Clyde Sawmilling were advised that 
their offer had been accepted on 30 September 1916842.  The Bodalla Company was 
happy with the outcome; in a letter to one of the Mort family shareholders in 1919 the 
family solicitor noted that Clyde Sawmilling were paying around £500 each year for 
 
837 Bodalla Company Papers NBAC 11/20/94. 
838 Bodalla papers, NBAC 11/20/114. 
839 Shoalhaven Telegraph, 6 May 1917, 4. 
840 Bodalla papers, NBAC 11/20/138. The board may have felt a little the same as Kerry Packer when he bought Channel 
Nine back from Alan Bond: “You only get one Alan Bond in your lifetime, and I’ve had mine” (Reuters). 
841 Bodalla Company Papers, NBAC 11/20/140. 
842 Bodalla Company Papers, NBAC 11/20. 
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timber royalties on the coastal lands.  He advised that rather than selling those lands, 
the family should “look to the revenue from the timber”843. 
The mill, which was built on the rocks at the headland of Potato Point844, was always 
known in the company records as “Tuross,” for Tuross Lake and the settlement of 
Tuross Heads just to the north of Potato Point.  There was a fire in the mill in 1920, 
but all the residents turned out with buckets (at 3.30am) and managed to overcome it.  
Although there was considerable damage, the mill was able to resume work within ten 
days845. 
In July 1917 Clyde Sawmilling was hit hard by the death of James McMillan, a founding 
director of the company, who with his brother John had been the driving force in the 
expansion of the coastal sawmilling business since their purchase of Bermagui sawmill 
in 1903.  Together they had built the very good reputation the company had earned 
around the area, that is evident in the newspaper reports and comments quoted here.  
James died of tuberculosis, a curse of the family.  Their father had died in 1912 as 
mentioned earlier, of the disease. Of the sixteen siblings mentioned in their father’s 
obituary, only nine remained by 1925.  A brother, Alexander, died in World War I of 
wounds but six were lost to tuberculosis; a sister, Lillian was the first in 1909, then 
James in 1917, a sister Winifred in 1918, and in 1919 a brother William, who worked at 
Mulwhy sawmill with James, and another sister Edith.  Giles, the second youngest son, 
who had worked at the South Durras mill with his brother Roy, died in 1925. 
In April 1918 William Riley withdrew from his directorship of the company.  He sold 
his 5,070 shares, together with £324.14.5 in undrawn salary to Robert McMillan, the 
managing director, for £3,000 to be paid in quarterly instalments of £52.  He 
undertook to hold his shares in trust, and to transfer 350 shares back to the company 
each year, provided that the instalments were paid regularly.  The company paid the 
instalments and charged the payments as an unsecured interest free loan to Robert. 
 
843 12 June 1919, Bodalla Company papers, NBA 11/19/31. 
844 Cobargo Chronicle, 4 September 1920, 2. 
845 Cobargo Chronicle, 4 September 1920, 2. 
 
208  
William Riley died in December 1918846.  The payment arrangements continued with 
his widow, executrix of his estate, for two decades, and were not finally concluded 
until 1938847. 
Robert and John McMillan were now the two surviving shareholder directors.  The 
accountant’s report for 1918 noted that by the Company’s Articles of Association, with 
the deaths of James McMillan and the resignation of William Riley, one or two 
Directors must be appointed to take their place on the Board. 
James McMillan’s son John, known as Jack, returned from overseas service in World 
War I in mid 1919, and was appointed as a Director in September 1919, in the same 
month that William McMillan died of tuberculosis.  William was the brother of James, 
John and Robert, and as mentioned above had worked with James and John in the 
coastal mills.  He had lived with his family at Mulwhy and worked with James in the 
Mulwhy sawmill.    
The accountant’s audit of the operations of the company for the year 1918 gave details 
of the operating results for Potato Point and Mulwhy848.  The accountant expressed 
much satisfaction with the year’s results for Potato Point mill; the value of their timber 
shipments almost doubled from £3,875 in 1917 to £6,126 in 1918, while wages increased 
by only £380.  The results for Mulwhy following James’ death were improving; from a 
loss of £276 in 1917 to a profit of £19 in 1918.  The accountant noted that the Board were 
“taking steps to try and improve the management”.  Brandaree mill was working again 
under contract; the company had agreed with the contractor to take all his output at a 
price FOB Ulladulla, i.e. the contractor was responsible for all the costs of carting the 
sawn timber from the mill to Ulladulla.  This arrangement ended badly; the company 
lent a substantial advance to the contractor which had to be written off when he went 
bankrupt in 1923849.  
 
846 “Ulladulla Municipal Council – Minute Books 1913-1948,” CD-ROM, produced by Cathy Dunn, Ulladulla. 
847 Clyde Papers – ledger entries for Mrs. W. Riley. 
848 Clyde Papers – 1918 Audit. 
849 Clyde Papers:  Ledger account G. Thistleton. 
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In October 1918 Clyde Sawmilling purchased the Stoney Creek mill owned by White 
Bros., which was situated on land originally part of the Bodalla Estate, near Lake Brou, 
south of Bodalla850.  Thomas and Frederick White had registered the firm of T.C. and 
F.J. White in 1911, as sawmill proprietors carrying on a business at Bodalla851. The 
Forestry Commission transferred Sawmill License No 163 from White Bros. to Clyde 
Sawmilling and Shipping Co. on 8 January 1919.  The accountant’s report for 1918 
commented that “[T]he mill is a good one and is conveniently situated for logs and the 
drawing of the sawn timber goes to Narooma, for shipment by the Wee Clyde”852.  The 
company continued its confusing mill nomenclature; in the company records it was 
always known as “Dalmeny,” the name of the next small town to the south.  This habit 
of the company, of assigning arbitrary names to their mills that did not accord with 
local geography or usage, may have been one of the first indications of its Sydney
centric base. 
The image at Figure 6.13 shows the relationships between Bodalla, the Tuross River 
and Potato Point, and the surrounding terrain.  The cleared areas along the Tuross 
River and around Bodalla are the ringbarked dairy farms of the Bodalla Estate.  Potato 
Point on the coast is connected to Bodalla by a road which can be seen faintly marked 
through the forest, and these forests east of Bodalla and north of Lake Brou are the 
Bodalla Estate coastal forests for which Clyde Sawmilling had the forestry rights for 
over a decade.  They also had the rights in the 1920s to the forests surrounding Stoney 
Creek sawmill, which is marked by the cross on the western edge of the Princes 
Highway, where it turns south east of Lake Brou.  
 
 
850 Cobargo Chronicle, 23 November 1918, 2. 
851 N.S.W. State Archives, No. INX-48-33178, Item No. [2/8542], File No 20982. 




March they were making plans to build another mill at Fosters Bay, further east on the 
Wagonga Inlet shore856.  Later in March, it was reported that T.C. White, who had 
recently sold them the mill at Stoney Creek, was “now erecting a mill for that 
Company at Fosters Bay, Narooma”857. 
John McMillan left the business in December 1919.  He sold his shares to Robert 
McMillan for £3000, with a deposit of £1000, and two equal annual payments of the 
balance.   After receiving promissory notes for the balance in March 1920, John signed 
over his shares.  Similarly to Robert’s purchase of William Riley’s shares, the company 
made the payments for the shares, and charged the payments as an interest free 
unsecured loan to Robert.  At his death in 1937, the Estate of Robert McMillan owed 
the company £2,226.1.7 advanced to purchase William Riley’s shares, and £3,138.15.0 
advanced to purchase John McMillan’s shares. 
John McMillan settled in Narooma as a farmer and contractor and was active in 
community affairs; he “became a major contributor to Narooma’s progress in the 1920s 
and 1930s”858.  
 
“Under New Management” 
Robert McMillan, as managing director, now became also the only working director of 
the company and its majority shareholder.  As noted earlier in this chapter, he had 
settled with his family in Sydney in 1906 when he established a timber yard on the 
harbour in the city.  The other three directors were in charge of the south coast 
sawmilling ventures; William Riley had managed Brandaree sawmill while it was still 
operational, and James and John had managed the other coastal sawmills.  Robert’s 
interests were in timber sales and the Sydney business of the Wee Clyde, and under his 
control, the business focus of Clyde Sawmilling shifted in accord with his interests as a 
 
856 Cobargo Chronicle, 8 March 1919, 2. 
857 Twofold Bay Magnet and South Coast and Southern Monaro Advertiser, 22 March 1919. 
858 Laurelle Pacey, “Narooma’s Past,” 52. 
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Sydney timber merchant.  In 1923 he appointed Joseph Lipscombe, mentioned earlier 
in connection with the Tanja mill, as general manager of the Clyde Sawmilling South 
Coast business859.  Joseph Lipscombe had been associated with the company on the 
south coast as a salaried sawmill manager for more than a decade and had lately 
managed the mill at Potato Point.  It was reported that “five sawmills and a farm come 
under his supervision”860.  Of six sawmill sites listed in the 1925 audit of the company, 
only two, Potato Point and Stoney Creek, were working861.  The other four, Fosters Bay, 
Mulwhy, Brandaree and Punkalla (Wagonga)862 were listed as “still unworked,” and it is 
difficult to see how the figure of five sawmills was derived.  The farm was Corunna 
Farm, bought by McMillan Bros over a decade before to provide fodder for their horse 
and bullock teams.  
With the decline in their sawmilling business on the south coast, the company also 
lost interest in running their own shipping business.  The Wee Clyde had performed 
sterling service for more than ten years, carrying timber from the coastal sawmills to 
Sydney, and general freight back to the South Coast communities that she serviced, on 
“her usual weekly trip”863.  However, by 1916 the accountant, George Dunbar, had 
expressed concerns about her upkeep.  He noted that she was “running into very bad 
repair …  This asset has been a very profitable one for the Company in past years, … 
but … the profit producer will have to get attention and be put into better 
condition”864.   During 1916 £1,083 was spent on deck and engine renewals and repairs, 
and the auditor noted that this “goes to prove the state the steamer was in seeing she 
now requires repairs and attention”865.  In 1921 she broke her tailshaft off the 
Shoalhaven coast, and was towed into Sydney by tug the same day.  It was reported 
that after repairs, she would be back on the run within a few days866.  In 1922 she towed 
 
859 Cobargo Chronicle, 4 September 1920,2. 
860 Cobargo Chronicle, 28 July 1923, 2. 
861 Clyde Papers:  Audit 1925. 
862 Punkalla (Wagonga) was burnt down in January 1919 and never rebuilt.  
863 Cobargo Chronicle, 19 February 1915, 2. 
864 Clyde Papers:  Clyde Company – 1916 Audit 3-4. 
865 Ibid. 
866 Daily Commercial News and Shipping List 17 October 1921. 
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the new Narooma steamer, Kianga, to Sydney to have her machinery fitted.  It was 
reported that “it was an imposing sight to see the SS Wee Clyde towing the Kianga 
over the bar.  The great contrast between the lovely white hull of the new craft and the 
weather beaten Wee Clyde made it more striking”867. 
By 1923 the Wee Clyde had been taken off the run and Clyde were shipping their 
timber from Foster’s Bay by the Mitchell Bros’ Kianga868.  The Wee Clyde was tied up at 
the Clyde Glebe Island depot869 and there she remained until 1935 when the Sydney 
Harbour Trust gave the company two months to either make the vessel seaworthy or 
to destroy it.  The company failed to do either, so the Trust removed the vessel to Goat 
Island to be destroyed.  They agreed that the company could undertake the 
destruction, to be carried out within four months, and compensate the Trust for the 
costs of removal of the vessel to Goat Island870.  It was an ignominious end for such a 
well built, hardworking steamer. 
At the beginning of the 1920s, after John McMillan’s departure, the company’s timber 
interests consisted of the timber yard in Sydney, managed by Robert871, and the two 
remaining sawmills on the south coast, managed by Joseph Lipscombe.  Without the 
entrepreneurial drive of James and John McMillan, the original McMillan Bros, there 
were no further acquisitions for another two decades, and the company settled into an 
extended period of inertia. 
A new forestry rights agreement to provide logs for the Potato Point mill was 
negotiated with the Bodalla Company for another section of the Bodalla estate in 1924, 
including a new lease around the Stoney Creek mill.  The royalties did not distinguish 
between spotted gum and ironbark as in previous agreements, and the estate manager 
 
867 Cobargo Chronicle, 11 February 1922, 2. The captain of the Wee Clyde was Arthur Lucy, and the builder and helmsman 
of the Kianga was Captain Richard Lucy, his brother. 
868 Cobargo Chronicle, 19 May 1923, 2. 
869 Clyde Papers:  SS Wee Clyde, 1923. 
870 Clyde Papers:  SS Wee Clyde – 1935. 
871 The timber yard moved in 1923 to new premises at Rozelle Bay, Glebe Island, leased from Sydney Harbour Trust.  
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commented that “the price of the ironbark won’t matter much, as there is barely any 
left on the lease of sufficient size to cut”872. 
The Stoney Creek mill was let out on contract in 1925 to Charles Koerber873, and this 
arrangement continued into the 1930s.  In February 1932 when it had to temporarily 
suspend operations owing to a water shortage874, it was being managed by Koerber and 
Son875.  In fact, the “temporary suspension” turned into an extended shut down, as the 
effects of the depression became more and more felt in the timber trade.  The mill did 
not return to production until 1935.   
The Potato Point mill logged the coastal lands of the Bodalla Estate under a series of 
forest rights agreements with the Bodalla Company from its purchase by Clyde 
Sawmilling up until the late 1920s.  It was also logging State forests under 
arrangements with the Forestry Commission and obtaining various small private 
property parcels of logs.  Working account figures in the company’s ledger for the 
years 1922 to 1931, show very healthy profits each year up to 1925 but a consistent 
string of losses from 1926 to 1931, when it was permanently shut down876.  Joseph 
Lipscombe entered into a partnership with a William Cantley to run a sawmill at 
Turlinjah, at the head of Tuross Lake in that year, ending a twenty year role as mill 
manager for Clyde Sawmilling877. 
There were no Clyde sawmills working on the south coast in 1933878, and when 
conditions improved in 1935, only Stoney Creek mill was put back into production879. 
The company had a string of unworked mills lying idle:  Brandaree, Mulwhy, Punkalla 
(burnt in the 1919 bushfire) and Fosters Bay, closed down in 1923.  A series of 
 
872 Bodalla Company papers, NBAC 11/20/175, 29 March 1924. 
873 Clyde Papers:  1925 Audit. 
874 Steam sawmills relied on a consistent water supply for the boiler.  The mill was situated beside Stoney Creek, a small 
second order creek which may have run low in a summer drought. 
875 Cobargo Chronicle, 12 February 1932, 2. 
876 Clyde Papers:  Ledger, “Tuross Mill Working Account”. 
877 Clyde Papers:  Stoney Creek* Mill- 1931:  Sawmill Licence No. 2177.  Forestry Commission sawmill license issued 1931 
for site at Turlinjah.  *Another Stoney Creek runs into Coila Lake near Turlinjah. 
878 Clyde Papers:  Clyde Company – 1934; Letter dated 20 August 1934 from Cuthbert Clark, accountant, to Shareholders. 
879 Clyde Papers:  Ledger: “Stoney Creek Working Account”. 
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accountants’ reports had stressed the need to clear up the book value of these 
unworked mills sitting on the accounts880.  The Plant and Machinery account in the 
company ledger shows that over the years machinery and plant from these mills was 
gradually either depreciated, sold or transferred to the Sydney yard; by 1938 the book 
value of plant and machinery at Corunna Farm, Mulwhy, Punkalla and Brandaree was 
reduced to zero, and in 1939 Fosters Bay mill also.  Corunna Farm was rented out from 
1933881;  at Mulwhy, the company continued to pay Edmond McCauley £20 each year 
for rent of the ten acre property, as set out in the McMillan Bros 1911 agreement, until 
1938882. 
In 1937 the company name and structure was changed from Clyde Sawmilling and 
Shipping Company Limited, to Clyde Sawmilling Company Proprietary Limited.  In 
the same year, Wallace McMillan, Robert’s son who had become a director of the 
company in 1932, began expanding the company’s timber merchant business.  He 
purchased the business of Bondi Junction Timber Company and took over the lease of 
its premises in Oxford Street, Waverley883.   
Jack McMillan, son of James McMillan, one of the founding directors, who had 
become a director of the company when he returned from World War I, spent some 
time as a tally clerk at the Bankstown timber yard.  He then took up the position of 
manager of the Stoney Creek sawmill when it reopened in the mid 1930s and held the 
position until his death in 1949884.  The mill was modernised in 1938 with the 
installation of a Blackstone diesel engine to replace the boiler and steam engine885.  
The new engine would have markedly increased efficiency, productivity and safety in 
the mill.  It was also very cutting edge and innovative for its time; most mills on the 
 
880 For example, the audit undertaken in 1925:  Clyde Papers – 1925 Audit. 
881 Clyde Papers, Ledger “Corunna Farm” account.	 
882 Clyde Papers, Ledger “Mulwhy Working Account”. 
883 Clyde Papers, Rozelle Depot – 1923; Bankstown Yard – 1923; Rozelle Depot – 1924, letterhead; Clyde Company – 1937; 
Bondi Junction Yard – 1937. 
884 John Ayres, pers. comm. 18 July 2019. 
885 Clyde Papers, Ledger “Plant and Machinery Mill” account. 
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south coast did not convert to diesel until after World War II886.  After the depression, 
most were probably still recovering financially throughout the late 1930s, and with the 
outbreak of war all engineering supplies would have been in short supply.  The post 
war construction boom gave the mills the capital boost they needed to bring their 
plant and machinery up to date. 
 
The Next Generation 
In 1938 Robert died  the last of the original four directors887. Robert’s family took on 
the management of the company; his son Wallace became managing director, and his 
siblings Bruce and Amy became directors.  Rapid expansion followed: another 
suburban timber yard, two coastal sawmills, a north coast sawmill and a coastal 
steamer, all in the space of three years.   
In 1940 the company established the Rose Bay Timber Yard.  Wallace purchased a 
timber merchant business on Old South Head Road, Rose Bay, and leased the 
premises together with a shop and dwelling next door888.  The final addition to the 
company’s suburban timber yards was a timber merchant business on the Pacific 
Highway at Chatswood, in 1947.  A condition of the sale was that the vendor would be 
employed as manager for five years889.   In the same year, the company purchased the 
sawmill at Turlinjah that had been established in 1931 by William Cantley and Joseph 
Lipscombe.  When Clyde Sawmilling bought the mill, it was owned by Charles Koerber 
and Joseph Lipscombe, both former mill managers for the company.  The purchase 
included the mill plant and equipment, and also Charles Koerber’s log haulage plant  
a truck, trailer and bulldozer.  The mill was established on leasehold land and the 
lease was transferred to Clyde Sawmilling. 
 
886 For example, Manning Davis who had brought the first bulldozer to the south coast in the 1930s, converted his mill at 
Tomerong, near Nowra, to a Caterpillar diesel motor in 1949. 
887 Sydney Morning Herald, 20 November 1937, 10. 
888 Clyde Papers:  Rose Bay Timber Yard, 1940. 
889 Clyde Papers, Chatswood Yard – 1947. 
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In 1941 the company bought a second coastal mill, at Bermagui, and also purchased a 
coastal steamer.  The steamer, the Erina II, a Brisbane Water built wooden vessel, was 
advertised as making “frequent” sailings to Narooma, Nowra and Jervis Bay890.  
However, its time on the run was limited:  it was purchased in November 1941, and in 
November 1942 it was requisitioned by the United States Army.  Clyde Sawmilling 
received generous compensation for her requisition, and after the war she was re
registered in Brisbane and worked out of Madang, New Guinea until her wreck in 
1954891.  The sawmill was purchased from A. P. Beare, who had been established as a 
sawmiller in Bermagui from at least 1920, when it was reported that his sawmill was 
destroyed by fire892.  In 1924 he moved his sawmill plant to Tanja on the Bega River for 
a time, but he and his family continued to live in Bermagui, and he appointed an agent 
in Cobargo to take orders from Bermagui and district.  He was also active contracting 
in the sleeper trade; a letter from Allen Taylor & Co. Limited, foremost in the sleeper 
trade, observed that “You have been a contractor for years and have the men there 
wanting work.  You know what a sleeper should be ....”893.  The sale included the mill 
site, over three acres of freehold land within the village of Bermagui.  After taking over 
the mill, Clyde Sawmilling arranged forestry rights over a three hundred acre farm at 
Cuttagee, on the coast just south of Bermagui. 
By the middle of the twentieth century, as bulldozers and chainsaws were introduced 
and trucks replaced the bullock teams, the intensity of forest operations increased. 
This was noted by longtime residents of Durras: 
By the 1940s trucks had replaced the bullock teams and soon after 
bulldozers and chainsaws arrived.  The impact was dramatic.  When the 
earlier selective logging had been by hand and logs removed by bullock 
teams the forest appeared relatively unchanged. With the new technology 
 
890 Sydney Morning Herald, 22 September 1942, 1. 
891 Dundon, “Shipbuilders,”114. 
892 Cobargo Chronicle, 1 May 1920, 2. 
893 Noel Butlin Archives, NBAC 44/3, 1 July 1932:  Letter from Allen Taylor & Co. Ltd to A. P. Beare, Bermagui South. 
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many more trees were logged, roads were cut and the general disturbance 
to the forest was considerable894. 
 
In 1945, Clyde Sawmilling established a small spot mill at Yourie, west of Cobargo, on 
State Forest land895, and this was to be the final addition to the Clyde Sawmilling 
Company sawmills.  The mill was equipped with a circular saw bench only and a 
McCormick tractor with power take off for belt drive896.  Spot mills are small minimally 
equipped sawmills, which were historically powered by portable engines, and could be 
operated easily by two people. They were established on a temporary basis to exploit 
smaller patches of logs, as well as on farms to cut timber for farm use897. Portable 
power sources such as the tractor could serve dual purposes. At Yourie, the tractor 
snigged the logs up from the gullies and also powered the circular saw bench898.  The 
mill mainly cut sassafras (Doryphora sassafras), a temperate rainforest species, for 
architraves and skirting boards.  It went out of operation in 1950 and its remains were 
finally destroyed in the 2020 Currowan bushfire899.  The spot mill technology gave the 
sawmillers the tools required to access valuable rainforest species that would 
otherwise be inaccessible in the steep gullies of the area; it thus further intensified the 
exploitation for timber of the relatively rare rainforest species.  
Wallace McMillan died in 1957 and his brother Bruce McMillan became managing 
director. In 1959 the company sold Stoney Creek sawmill, with two hundred freehold 
acres, to David Bray, the principal of Termeil Sawmilling Company Pty. Limited.  After 
Bray’s death in 1970900, his wife sold the mill to Peter Smith, another coastal sawmiller, 
 
894 Alexander and Graham Yule, “History of Durras North”, manuscript held by Ulladulla Library, Local History Collection, LH 
994-47 HIS. 
895 In 1945, the company also bought Bundook sawmill on the north coast, in the ranges west of Taree, from Roy McMillan, 
the youngest brother of the original three McMillan directors of the company, who had established the mill in 1943.  
This mill is outside the scope of this thesis, which includes only sawmills on the south coast.  Clyde Papers:  Bundook 
Mill – Forestry Commission sawmill license No. 4600, issued to Roy McMillan 20 October 1943, for cutting private 
property timber only. 
896 Clyde Papers:  Clyde Company – 1948, Valuation of Assets. 
897 Emma M. Rae, “Uncovering Mill Point: Understanding Concepts of Space at Australian Historic Sawmills” (Honours 
thesis, University of Queensland, 2005, 18. 
898 Nicky Sztynda, NKS logging contractors, pers. comm. 6 March 2020. 
899Ann McMillan, pers. comm. 11 February 2020.   
900 www.ryersonindex.org, accessed 5 March 2020. 
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who transferred the mill’s sawlog quota to his sawmill at Nerrigundah and sold Stoney 
Creek mill to Davis & Herbert Pty. Limited, with a Crown salvage licence901.   
 
 
Figure 6.14:  Stoney Creek sawmill, looking south from the creek, at some time after the diesel engine was installed in 
1938 (note discarded boiler on bottom right).  Source:  Clyde Papers. 
 
The Bermagui mill, which had a generous Crown sawlog quota, was sold in 1978, also 
to Davis & Herbert Pty. Limited, who dismantled the mill, and transferred the quota to 
 
901 Bruce Davis, November 2013, pers. comm. ‘Salvage’ or ‘Z’ logs are sawlogs with some defect(s), inferior to quota 
sawlogs.   
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one or other of their other sawmills.  The story of this company and their sawmill 
acquisitions in the later twentieth century is discussed in the next chapter. 
The sale of the Bermagui sawmill, the last of Clyde Sawmilling Company’s south coast 
mills, marked the end of their involvement in sawmilling and of their presence on the 
south coast after close to one hundred and fifty years.   
The company also gradually divested itself of the suburban timber merchant firms at 
Bankstown, Rose Bay, Bondi Junction and Chatswood throughout the 1970s and 1980s.  
In 1971 the Maritime Services Board terminated their lease at Rozelle Bay, Glebe Island 
(which had been held since 1923)902, and the company moved its timber merchant 
business to Windsor on the western outskirts of Sydney.  The business became Clyde 
Sawmilling Company Pty. Limited, trading as Andy Mac’s timber merchant and 
hardware.  The business closed down in 2008, and Clyde Sawmilling Company Pty 
Limited was deregistered on 4 September 2008903. 
The deregistration of the company marked the end of a family business that had 
begun one hundred and fifty years before, with James McMillan “chiefly engaged in 
felling and preparing the useful timber growing on the ranges around for the market” 
on the track between Durras South and Nelligen904, and spanned five generations.  
“Among wealth advisers, there is a saying:  the first generation makes it, the second 
generation spends it, and the third generation blows it”905.  While not an exact 
approximation of the trajectory taken by Clyde Sawmilling, it does have some 
relevance.  It was John McMillan, who established the sawmill at South Durras and 
raised his sixteen children to adulthood, who set the foundations for the company.  Six 
of his sons followed him into the timber industry, three of them, Robert, James and 
John, establishing Clyde Sawmilling, and another, William, working in the business all 
his life.  James and John were hardworking, entrepreneurial, hands on, and intimately 
 
902 Clyde Papers:  Rozelle Depot – 1971, Termination of tenancy. 
903 Creditwatch.com.au, accessed 6 March 2020 
904 See Chapter Five. 
905 Todd Ganos, “How the Wealthiest Families Make and Lose Their Money,” Forbes, 5 February 2014.  
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involved in their local community and with the region’s timber industry, and under 
their watch, the south coast sawmilling business of the company grew and prospered.  
After their departures, the focus of the company retreated to the city and the timber 
merchant business established by Robert, the remaining family director.  Salaried 
managers and contractors were placed in charge of the south coast sawmilling 
operations, there was very little expansion or capital investment, and the board of 
directors lost touch with the timber industry and the communities in the region.  By 
the mid twentieth century most of the board were family members, none of whom 
lived or worked on the south coast or in the sawmilling industry.  In the time of James, 
John and William Riley, all working directors, all three had salary payments owing to 
them at the time of their death or departure  a contrast with the later non working 
directors with their focus on annual dividends. 
The next chapter will review developments in the south coast forest industry since 
Clyde Sawmilling sold the Bermagui mill and ended their presence in the region, with 
a particular focus on developments in logging technology, and their interactions with 










During the past fifty years since Clyde Sawmilling Company sold their Bermagui 
sawmill and departed from the south coast, the region’s forest industry has undergone 
many changes, some of these in response to technological changes, and some in 
response to government and economic policies. This chapter presents a view of the 
current state of the region’s forest industry and the factors that have contributed to it. 
It also traces some of the changes in the forest industry, and how they have shaped the 
industry as it is today, examining particularly the nexus between the environment and 
technology. 
Chapter Six mentioned how two of Clyde Sawmilling’s sawmills came into the hands 
of Davis & Herbert Pty Limited; this company was begun by John (Toby) Davis, my 
uncle, in the 1950s and sold to Boral Limited in 2005. Over that time, most of my 
extended family worked in the business, with family and business becoming so 
interwoven they could not be unravelled. The family company’s business activities 
during those fifty years interacted with government policy and regulatory changes to 
shape the industry and its forest environment. This history needs to be told in order to 
understand the state of the industry in the present day, but the telling must, by its 
nature, at times reflect my family knowledge and interests. 
The history of the Davis family in the south coast forest industry is interlaced with the 
histories presented in the previous four case studies. It began with Edward Davis, who 
moved to the south coast in the 1910s, initially to manage Dent’s sawmill at Huskisson, 
pictured in Figure 4.7. He was the son of Edward Davis, shipbuilder of Brisbane Water 
and sawmiller of Nambucca Heads, and grandson of Jonathan Piper, shipbuilder of 
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Brisbane Water. The second Edward Davis was the millwright who rebuilt the original 
Goodlet and Smith sawmill at Redhead in 1918 for A. & E. Ellis Pty Limited906. In 1921 he 
appeared in a Milton Ulladulla register as a sawmill manager907.  
Edward’s son, Ednie Manning Davis, was one of the three brothers in law who were 
managing the Redhead mill on tribute when it burned down in the 1920s908. He had a 
series of sawmills in various locations from Kangaroo Valley to Lake Conjola 
throughout the 1930s. It was during this time that he brought the first bulldozer, a 
Caterpillar Diesel 60, first introduced in the United States in 1931, to the south coast.  
 
 
Figure 7.1: Caterpillar Diesel 60 bulldozer, being transported from St Georges Basin to Lake Conjola, 1936. 
 
906 See Chapter Four. 
907 Information compiled by Cathy Dunn, local historian, Ulladulla. 
908 As mentioned in Chapter Four. Manning Davis was my grandfather. 
 
224  
The contractor’s truck in the image above was more generally used to cart sawn 
timber to Wollongong. 
Manning’s final move, on 3 September 1939, the day World War II was declared, was 
to leasehold land on the Princes Highway at Tomerong, twenty kilometres south of 
Nowra909. The mill he established on that site operated under Davis family ownership 
until its closure and dismantling in 1976.  
Manning had two sons, Tom, born 1923 and John (Toby), born 1933. When Tom turned 
twenty one, Manning took him into partnership and the mill traded as E.M. and T.E. 
Davis until Manning’s retirement. Manning then sold his share to Tom on an 
arrangement reminiscent of Clyde Sawmilling directors’ dealings  time payment for 
an indeterminate period, and subject to arbitrary increase from time to time910. The 
mill was powered by steam until 1949, when a Caterpillar diesel engine was installed, 
only supplanted in the mid 1960s by an electric motor911. 
 
Figure 7.2: Tom and Manning Davis conferring in the logyard of their mill, 1949. Photo by Waugh & Josephson (NSW 
Caterpillar dealers) photographer. 
 
909 Toby Davis, pers. comm. 
910 Tom Davis, pers. comm. on several occasions. 
911 And peace descended upon the land, much to the neighbours’ delight. 
 
225  
In 1953 the Forestry Commission912 made an important change in the basis of 
allocating log supplies to the industry, which was little noted at the time but of great 
importance in later years. Rather than sawmills being allocated rights to all wood in a 
particular area of forest, their allocation was changed to annual rights to a specific 
volume of wood, or quota, in areas determined by the Commission. The quotas were 
initially determined as an average of each sawmill’s mill log intake over the preceding 
few years913, which in turn had been inflated by World War II demands for timber, and 
postwar reconstruction demands. The wartime demand for timber was inflated by 
military requirements: “When imports were virtually cut off, local production had to 
be stepped up sharply. Timber was a munition of war”914. Average annual timber 
production for Australia as a whole for the five years from 1934/35 to 1939/40 was 686 
million super feet, but this average rose to 869 million super feet during the war years, 
over the five years from 1940/41 to 1945/46. In the immediate postwar period, in the 
five years from 1946/1947 to 1950/51 it rose again to 1,173 million super feet, almost 
doubling the prewar average915. It was these production figures that informed the level 
of quotas that were set by the Forestry Commission. As Leslie Carron has noted, the 
individual license quotas set in 1953 reflected post war needs to meet deferred 
development and civilian building demands, were not related to the yield capacity of 
the forest and were not sustainable916.  In 1985, at the time of the publication of 
Carron’s History of Forestry in Australia, it was still the case that despite ongoing 
reductions in quota over a twenty year period, log supplies to the sawmills remained 
well above a sustainable level. 
 
 
912 From 1916 to the early 2000s the New South Wales government agency responsible for forests was the Forestry 
Commission of New South Wales. Its name was changed to Forests NSW in the early 2000s, and then to the Forests 
Corporation of New South Wales in 2012 when it became a government owned business enterprise. In this chapter the 
names “Forestry Commission” or “Forestry NSW” will be taken to refer to all of these entities. 
913 Carron, “History of Forestry in Australia,” 39. 
914 R. Gray (Commonwealth Forestry and Timber Bureau), “Looking Back and Thinking Forward,” paper presented to Fourth 
All Australia Timber Congress, 12 – 16 November 1956. 
915 Ibid. 
916 Carron, “History of Forestry in Australia,” 39. 
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Davis and Herbert 
It was against this background that in 1955, Toby set up his own mill alongside his 
brother’s mill at Tomerong and started by cutting crating timber with spotted gum 
logs sourced from a local landholder’s private property. Tom supported his brother at 
the new mill in every way, helping with breakdowns, lending a man if the mill was 
shorthanded, and logs if it ran short of those917. John Herbert, another young member 
of the Tomerong timber community, joined Toby in the business and it was 
incorporated as Davis and Herbert Pty. Limited918. This first mill continued operations 
until 1962, while Toby set out to build the business. 
The first acquisition was in 1960 when Davis and Herbert bought a softwood case mill 
in Bomaderry and rebuilt it as a hardwood sawmill. This mill continued in operation 
for some thirty years. In 1962, much to his bank manager’s horror, Toby paid £3,000 
for the former Base Torpedo Unit (BTU) defence property, an acreage on the corner of 
Princes Highway and BTU Road, south of Nowra. During the war, it was a site for the 
manufacture and testing of torpedoes and there were numerous sheds and 
outbuildings scattered across the property, some reinforced with thirty centimetre 
thick concrete, that of necessity remain there to this day. Eventually, three mills would 
operate within the complex919.  
In 1963, Toby and John Herbert, with Tom Davis, set up another new company, T. E. 
Davis Pty Limited, to run the Tomerong sawmill that Tom had taken over from 
Manning Davis. Tom continued to manage the sawmill while Toby managed the 
business side. The arrangement worked very well, and the success of the “new” 
business contributed in no small way to the future expansion of the group920.  
 
917 As told to me by Toby Davis, 2013. 
918 Although John Herbert left the business in the 1970s, the company name of Davis and Herbert Pty Limited was always 
retained. 
919 Leith Davis, personal knowledge. 
920 As told to me by Toby Davis on many occasions.  
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Davis and Herbert next acquired a neighbouring mill, Peter McGuire and Sons at 
Tomerong, bought in 1965. This was originally established in the late nineteenth 
century by Peter McGuire, the son of an Irish convict sent to Murramarang station921 
on his arrival in Australia in 1829. Davis and Herbert continued to operate this mill 
until the late 1970s.  
By the 1960s there was some evidence emerging that reduced quotas were beginning 
to present a limitation on log supplies for some sawmills. The Forestry Commission 
noted in its 1962/63 annual report that “most sawmills operated at full production, 
with a few instances of demand exceeding quota supplies”922. By 1964/65 these 
constraints had tightened; the Commission reported that “Increased demands 
engendered by a strong market and favourable weather conditions can no longer be 
met”923. 
Perhaps in response to these tightening log supplies, Davis and Herbert began to 
expand their operations further south in the late 1960s. During this period, they 
acquired another three mills. The first was the mill owned by Mitchell Bros on the 
riverfront at Batemans Bay, next to the site of the mill first established by Francis Guy 
in 1870. In Chapter Five, it was mentioned that George Guy had sold Francis Guy’s 
original mill on the riverfront to Perry’s Spoke Factory and set up a mill at Pebbly 
Beach. He returned to the Bay in 1925 and established another mill on the riverfront 
next to Perry’s. Mitchell Bros from Narooma, who were mentioned in the last chapter, 
bought this mill in the late 1930s and ran it until 1967 when it was sold to Davis and 
Herbert. After a year, Toby bought another mill, established during the war years on a 
site leased from the Forestry Commission on top of the hill overlooking Batemans Bay, 
and moved the former Mitchell’s mill buildings and machinery up to the new site. The 
 
921 Where James McMillan worked as storekeeper on his arrival in Australia in 1840. The Irish convict Peter Maguire was 
my great-great grandfather on my maternal side. 
922 Forestry NSW, Annual Report 1962/63, 36. 
923 Forestry NSW, Annual Report 164/65, 30. 
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original roof of the Guy/Mitchell Bros sawmill was erected over the logyard and stayed 
there until the mill was burnt down in c.2013924. 
East Lynne was the third sawmill in the Batemans Bay area, acquired in 1968. This 
sawmill north of Batemans Bay, near Durras, was owned and run by the Ryan family 
who had first settled there in the late 1800s. Michael Ryan, who ran the steam sawmill 
on the property in the early 1900s, also managed the sawmill at South Durras for John 
McMillan around the same time. Michael Ryan retired at the age of 92 and handed 
management of the mill over to his sons, and later his grandsons. After Davis and 
Herbert bought the sawmill in 1968, it continued to operate at East Lynne for some 
years, before the mill plant was moved to a site on the Batemans Bay mill property. 
This pattern of purchase and amalgamation of sawmills was a distinct feature of 
postwar sawmilling in the New South Wales timber industry, as noted by Forestry 
NSW in its annual reports. In its 1955/56 annual report the agency noted this trend in 
some detail: 
Many small mills which came into existence in the post war years have now 
ceased to operate. The high sawn timber production level has not 
decreased but is being achieved by a smaller number of sawmills. This is 
demonstrated by a rise in the average annual input per log sawmill from 
410,000 super feet in 1953, when 1,347 log sawmills existed, to 498,000 super 
feet per sawmill in 1955/56 when only 1,189 log sawmills were operating925. 
 
This trend continued, with Forestry NSW noting in 1968 “the trend of recent years of 
mill amalgamation into more efficient units”926. 
The next important acquisition for Davis and Herbert was the sawmill at Lawlers 
Creek, on the Princes Highway north of Narooma; it was bought in 1970, from Mitchell 
Bros. As mentioned previously (see Chapter Six) George Mitchell, and later his sons 
trading as Mitchell Bros, had operated the sawmill on Mill Bay at Wagonga Inlet from 
 
924 Leith Davis, personal knowledge. 
925 Forestry Commission of New South Wales, Report of the Forestry Commission of New South Wales for the year ended 
30th June 1956 (Sydney: A. H. Pettifer, Government Printer, 1957) 17. 
926 Forestry Commission of New South Wales, Annual Report 1967-1968, 7. 
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1907 onward. Logs were brought to the mill by log punt from around the inlet, and the 
sawn timber was taken by ship, either their own steamer, the Kianga, or the coastal 
steamers of the I.S.N.Co., to Sydney or Wollongong. By the 1950s, technological 
changes had made road transport more efficient than sea transport for hauling logs 
and carting timber. In 1956 Mitchell Bros commenced work on their new mill on the 
Princes Highway at Lawlers Creek, north of Narooma, with easy access for log trucks 
and cartage of sawn timber to markets. The mill on Wagonga Inlet was closed in 1960, 
and Mitchell Bros operated the new mill on the highway for a decade before selling to 
Davis and Herbert in 1970. After the mill was severely damaged by fire in January 1989, 
Toby took the opportunity not just to replace but to rebuild and modernise it, 
installing new automated machinery and increasing its productive capacity by at least 
half.927 
The shift for cargoes from sea to road transport, epitomised by the shift of Mitchell 
Bros’ mill from Mill Bay to Lawlers Creek, depended on the standard of the roads 
infrastructure and the efficiency of the prime movers hauling the cargo. The 
geography of the south coast, with its string of isolated communities facing the ocean 
with the escarpment at their backs, had made communication and transport difficult 
well into the twentieth century. The south coast was almost entirely dependent on sea 
transport well into the 1930s. The railway line from Sydney was extended from Kiama 
to Nowra in 1893928, but settlements and industries, mainly dairying and timber, 
between Nowra and the border remained largely dependent on coastal shipping 
services for cargoes, mail and passenger services well up into the twentieth century. 
Although passenger services ceased in 1928 with the wreck of the passenger steamer 
S.S. Merimbula off Jervis Bay929, a cargo service continued until 1952930. The histories of 
 
927 Leith Davis, personal knowledge. 
928 C. C. Singleton, Railway History in Illawarra, New South Wales (Wollongong: Illawarra Historical Society, 1984), 55. 
http://ro.uow.edu.au/ihspubs/11. 
929 Graeme Andrews, South Coast Steamers (Epping: Marine History Publications), 4. 
930 Andrews, “South Coast Steamers”, 14. 
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the forest industry in this study demonstrate the dependence of the south coast, and 
particularly the timber industry on coastal shipping until the Second World War. 
Road transport on the south coast is by the nature of its geography dependent upon a 
single arterial road, the Princes Highway, shown in Figure 1.1. For most of the 
nineteenth century this road was a series of disconnected bridle paths and bush 
tracks. It only became a continuous link toward the end of the century when bridges 
were constructed across the Shoalhaven, Moruya and Bega Rivers931. The Clyde River at 
Batemans Bay was crossed by punt until a bridge was finally opened in 1965. A motor 
service first began in 1911 between Nowra and Moruya, linking with a service from 
Bega; the journey took two days and was slower and less comfortable than the voyage 
by the passenger steamers which continued to run until 1928. The highway was sealed 
between Sydney and Nowra in 1928; by 1942 it had been sealed to Batemans Bay but 
was still a gravel road south to Eden. Beyond Eden it was an unsurveyed track through 
the forest to the border932. Since then it has been sealed all the way to the border, and 
extensively realigned through the numerous hilly sections. 
Vaclav Smil has nominated “the invention of new prime movers, the internal 
combustion engines” as one of the major developments of  the two generations 
between the late 1860s and the beginning of the First World War; “the time when the 
modern world was created, when the greatest technical discontinuity in history took 
place”933. The petrol driven automobile was patented and driven in public by Karl Benz 
in 1886, and Rudolf Diesel invented his non sparking internal combustion engine in 
the 1890s. Development and application of the diesel engine was limited before the 
First World War. Its first applications were in the marine sphere; in Germany diesel 
engines were fitted to a canal boat, and to a larger boat on the Volga, in 1903. The firm 
MAN (Maschinenfabrik Augsburg Nurenberg), which remains one of the world’s 
 
931 William A. Bayley, “The Princes Highway beyond St. George: a Retrospect”, The Propeller, 16 July 1942, 2.  
932 ibid. 
933 Vaclav  Smil, “Creating the Twentieth Century”, 4. 
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leading diesel truck manufacturers, made the first direct injection diesel truck engines 
in 1924. 
In the organic economy, the only prime movers were human and animal muscle, wind 
and water. Humans work rates ranged between fifty and ninety Watts, animal rates 
between 300 and 800 Watts depending on animal size. Water wheels were the most 
powerful prime movers in the organic economy and they averaged rates of less than 4 
kW. Watt’s steam engine was capable of 20 kW, a fivefold improvement. The two 
trucks shown in Figure 7.1 and Figure 7.3 demonstrate the development of road 
transport over the twentieth century: the 1936 petrol driven Oldsmobile developed 75 
kW and the diesel powered Kenworth develops 390 kW.  
These enormous improvements in prime mover power and the concomitant 
improvements in road infrastructure intensified the impact of the forest industry’s 
activities on the forest environment. The shift of Mitchell Bros’ mill from Mill Bay to 
Lawlers Creek provides an example. The log punt that supplied Mitchell Bros’ Mill Bay 
sawmill with logs relied on the assistance of the incoming tide to navigate up and 
around Wagonga Inlet collecting harvested logs from the shore, and the outgoing tide 
to take its load back to Mill Bay at the mouth of the inlet. Hence the log supply to the 
mill consisted of one punt load a day. When the logs were hauled into Lawlers Creek 
by log trucks, each truck could  bring in up to three loads a day, and logging was not 
restricted to within bullock team haulage range of the shore in the Inlet. 
The final mill Davis and Herbert bought as a going concern was Stoney Creek mill 
near Bodalla, long owned by Clyde Sawmilling and discussed in Chapter Six. As 
mentioned, Davis and Herbert bought the mill in 1972 from Peter Smith with a salvage 
licence only, after Peter Smith transferred the sawlog quota to his Nerrigundah mill. In 
1978 the mill was closed down. The machinery and equipment were moved to the 
Lawlers Creek site, but the land remained in Davis company ownership. 
Allen Taylor and Co. Limited, the old established Sydney firm of timber merchants 
and sawmillers, with a number of sawmills on the north coast, had also started to 
extend their interests down the south coast, in the 1960s and 1970s. They acquired 
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Benandarah mill on the Princes Highway north of Batemans Bay, first established by 
Francis Guy and discussed in Chapter Five, and a sawmill at Milton. They also bought 
Wandandian sawmill, south of Nowra; this mill had been originally established in 1904 
by Abraham Jennings934; it was purchased by Allen Taylor, the original principal of 
Allen Taylor and Co. Limited, in 1907 and sold again in 1909, to focus on his north 
coast timber interests. The company exited their south coast strategy in 1978; they 
closed Benandarah down, and sold the Milton and Wandandian mills. 
With Allen Taylor and Co’s exit from the region, Davis and Herbert became the 
dominant player in the south coast forest industry. During the late 1970s, as Forestry 
NSW was further tightening the log quota restrictions on the south coast sawmills, the 
company purchased a number of mills along the coast with a view to acquiring their 
Crown quota. One of these mills was Clyde Sawmilling’s Bermagui sawmill, acquired 
in 1978. Others were Milton sawmill, purchased from Allen Taylor and Co. Limited, 
and Nerrigundah, purchased from Peter Smith. The mills were closed down and the 
quota transferred to one or other of Davis and Herbert’s three sawmilling centres, BTU 
at South Nowra, Batemans Bay or Lawlers Creek. The consolidation of sawn timber 
production into the three centres, each one hundred kilometres apart, was 
necessitated by economies of scale resulting from advances in sawmilling technology 
and facilitated by improvements in road transport infrastructure and technology.  
Figure 7.3 shows an example of contemporary log haulage; a Kenworth truck loaded 
with over twenty tonnes of high quality spotted gum logs, which are being taken from 
the Jervis Bay area by road to a sawmill at Eden, three hundred kilometres away, to be 
cut into floorboards. These transport distances have been made economic by the 
changes in transport technology and infrastructure, discussed earlier in this chapter. 
Improved transport technology has opened up new markets like these for forest 
resources, and hence increased demand for logs to meet the demand from these 
markets.  
 




Figure 7.3: An example of contemporary log haulage technology, photographed at Bewong by author. 
Comparison of the modern semi trailer in Figure 7.3, carting logs from the Shoalhaven 
district to Eden, with the 1930s truck in Figure 7.1 carting a bulldozer from Sanctuary 
Point south of Nowra, to Lake Conjola just north of Milton in 1936, graphically 
illustrates the changes over the twentieth century in road transport capability, 
discussed earlier in this chapter. The truck in Figure 7.1 appears to be a 1936 
Oldsmobile, with a 100 horsepower engine, and a four speed gearbox. The model 
shown, with dual wheels, could carry 2 ½ tons935. The Kenworth semi trailer936, in 
Figure 7.3, has a 525 horsepower diesel engine, and an 18 speed gearbox to maximise 
the power supplied by the diesel engine. It can carry 25 m3  of hardwood logs, 
approximately equal to 25 tonnes, almost exactly ten times the capacity of the 1936 
Oldsmobile. Apple Maps calculates the road distance from Sanctuary Point to Lake 
Conjola as forty three kilometres, and the time taken as thirty five minutes. In 1936 the 
road distance is likely to have been sixty to seventy kilometres of narrow winding 
gravel roads through steep hills and the Oldsmobile, with that load, would have taken 
 
935 www.oldsmobileinaustralia.info, accessed 20 February, 2021. 
936 A prime mover has been defined in mechanical engineering terms as “a machine such as a water wheel or steam 




most of the day to cover the distance. The Kenworth would make the trip over the 
present day highway in under an hour. 
By 2001 when the Southern Regional Forest Agreement was signed937, Davis and 
Herbert controlled more than 90 per cent of the sawlog quota encompassed by the 
agreement. This concentration was a natural consequence of the imposition of quotas 
of natural resources, with an associated ceiling on annual harvests, by government 
regulation. Such consequences can be observed in any number of cases such as, in 
Australia, the southern bluefin tuna fishery and the abalone industry. The Southern 
Regional Forest Agreement was the last regional agreement in the process undertaken 
by the federal government938. The agreement did not reduce the sawlog quota for the 
region, but it did, however, markedly reduce the area of native forests available for 
logging on the coast, and thus encouraged intensive, as opposed to extensive, logging. 
The perverse outcomes for forest sustainability in the state forests have now become 
very evident, only exacerbated by changes in logging technology. 
Toby Davis was the principal and sole decision maker of the Davis group of companies 
as it became, and he could fairly be described as an autocratic and idiosyncratic micro
manager, an extraordinarily successful and occasionally brutal businessman. He was 
also Forestry NSW’s customer for over ninety per cent of their annual south coast 
native forest harvest.  On the north coast, Forestry NSW had introduced mill gate 
merchandising and mechanical harvesters to the state forests. They were keen to 
introduce them also to the south coast forests but Toby was implacable in his 
opposition to either of these innovations. He was opposed to mill gate merchandising 
because it transferred control of harvesting and choice of the logs coming to the mills 
to Forestry NSW, and he was vehemently opposed to mechanised harvesting because 
he was aware of the damage it caused in the native forests in other regions. Given his 
 
937 See Chapter Two. 
938 www.agriculture.gov.au/forestry/Australia’s forest policies/regional forest agreements/regions. 
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almost total domination of the local market, Forestry NSW had no choice but to defer 
any plans to introduce these innovations to the south coast state forests.  
Boral Limited 
In 2005, the three sawmill centres at South Nowra, Batemans Bay and Lawlers Creek as 
well as the Davis and Herbert Pty Limited trading name were sold to Boral Limited, 
which had already acquired most of the large timber firms on the north coast, and 
with the exception of four or five independent small mills, mostly owner operated, the 
south coast forest industry passed out of local ownership. Boral Limited is a publicly 
listed multi national company that operates across the United States, Asia, Australia 
and New Zealand. As at 2017, Boral has an annual wood supply agreement with the 
Forestry Corporation of NSW for 28,700 cubic metres of high quality sawlog, and 
18,300 cubic metres of low quality saw log, a total of 47,ooo cubic metres, at its 
Narooma and Nowra mills939. To place this in context, as of 2017 Forestry NSW was 
producing in total around 818,000 cubic metres of native timber from its NSW 
forests940.  
Mill Gate Merchandising 
The Forestry Corporation quickly came to an agreement with Boral to implement mill 
gate merchandising and introduce mechanical harvesting in their south coast forests; 
Boral were familiar with these practices in their north coast operations. 
Historically, logs from the publicly owned forests of New South Wales have been sold 
to the sawmills under a stumpage arrangement, under which sawmills are given the 
right to harvest timber from a specific forest and pay a ‘stumpage’ or ‘royalty’ 
(synonymous terms941) price to the forest agency. Royalties were first introduced in 
1888, but there had been a history of relatively ineffectual charges and license fees 
 
939 Independent Pricing and Regulatory Tribunal (IPART), New South Wales, “Review of Forestry Corporation of NSW’s 
native timber harvesting and haulage costs,” Final Report, December 2017, 17. The Batemans Bay mill was closed down 
within a few years of its acquisition by Boral and later burnt down. 
940 Ibid., 1. 
941 Carron, “History of Forestry in Australia,” 16. 
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dating back as far as 1813, when a duty of one shilling per one hundred super feet was 
imposed on cedar cargoes entering Sydney Harbour. License fees were imposed in the 
later nineteenth century before the small royalty charge was introduced in 1888. When 
the Forestry Commission was established as an independent authority in 1916, the new 
regulations provided inter alia for “sliding rates of royalty commensurate with the 
value of the product and revenue requirements”942. 
Under stumpage arrangements, the sawmill contracts for the harvesting and haulage 
of logs itself and makes stumpage/royalty payments to the forestry agency according 
to the value of the wood harvested, “at stump”943. Until the mid twentieth century the 
logging crews were wage employees of the sawmills, but by the 1960s most of the 
industry had moved to contracting arrangements between the sawmillers and the 
harvesting and haulage teams. Under stumpage arrangements, access to the forest for 
sawlogs, pulpwood or firewood logs (and historically, sleepers) was necessarily 
separate. 
Under the mill gate merchandising model, which was introduced on the south coast 
after the sawmills came into Boral’s hands, the Forestry Corporation of NSW arranges 
harvesting and haulage, delivers the logs to its customers and charges a price that 
includes harvesting, haulage and stumpage. The Forestry Corporation took over this 
role after a Workcover court case found that the Corporation was liable for mitigating 
risks to forest workers, even though they were employed under contract to third 
parties, mainly sawmillers944.  
Mill gate merchandising also gave the Forestry Corporation scope to introduce 
integrated logging into the south coast forests. Because the Corporation controls its 
own harvesting contractors it has been able to introduce integrated logging, defined as 
“a system of logging planned to remove in one cutting all usable timber and to 
 
942 Ibid. 
943 IPART, “Final Report,” 15. 
944 The court found that the Forestry Commission had taken all feasible steps to mitigate risk in the particular case. 
Stephen Dodds, pers. comm. 30 March 2020. 
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separate the primary products and distribute them to industries where they will bring 
the highest returns”945. Integrated logging was initially introduced by the Forestry 
Commission in its Eden pulpwood operations in the early 1970s, when it was defined 
as “the harvesting of both sawlog and pulpwood in a single operation”946. As the 
practice was introduced more widely in the south coast forests, it was broadened to 
include the range of logging products, including high quality or quota sawlogs, low 
quality or salvage logs, veneer logs947, poles, piles and girders, firewood and pulpwood 
logs948. 
Under the mill gate merchandising model, the Forests Corporation is responsible for 
harvesting and haulage in the forest and delivering forest products to its customers. 
All the usable logs are harvested by their contractors in a single pass through the 
forest, and separated at the log dump into quota, salvage, firewood and pulp logs for 
delivery to customers.  Around thirty per cent of the Corporation’s logs supplied are 
high quality sawlogs, twenty five per cent low quality sawlogs, and thirty seven per 
cent pulpwood (including firewood logs). Veneer logs and poles, piles and girders are 
four per cent and two per cent respectively.  
Mechanised Harvesting 
Safety issues were also an important consideration of a move by the Forestry 
Commission to mechanised harvesting. Figure 7.4 shows an example of a mechanical 
harvester, which were first developed in northern Europe to harvest plantation timber. 
They have proven themselves to be efficient, effective and safe in south eastern 
Australian Pinus radiata plantations since the 1980s, and more recently in Eucalyptus 
globulus plantations. The Forestry Commission originally introduced them in New 
South Wales into their north coast hardwood plantations. They were first used in the 
 
945 Merriam-Webster.com Dictionary, s.v. “integrated logging,” accessed 28 March 2020, https://www.meriam-
webster.com/dictionary/integrated%20logging. 
946 R. G Bridges, “Integrated Logging and Regeneration in the Silvertop Ash-Stringybark Forests of the Eden Region,” 
Research Paper No. 2, Forestry Commission of New South Wales, 1983, 8. 
947 Veneer logs (high quality, >40-50cm diameter) go to one or two north coast operations; poles, piles and girders are a 
low volume product. 
948 IPART, Final Report, 15. 
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south coast forests in the early 2000s by an Eden contracting crew in a thinning 
operation west of Gulaga (Mount Dromedary)949, and came into widespread use in 
state forests in the region after the sale of the south coast sawmills to Boral, and 
around the time when the Forestry Corporation was found to have legal liability for 
forest workers’ safety and took responsibility for harvesting and haulage contracts. By 
2015 the Commission was “phasing out the last of their hand falling contracts and 




Figure 7.4: Mechanical harvester in native forest951. 
Figure 7.4 illustrates a typical forest harvester in operation. In a plantation, it would 
travel along the three to four metre spacing between the rows, taking out one or two 
rows on either side in a single pass. In native forest, it makes its own path, taking all 
the merchantable trees the head can reach, in a wide arc around the machine, as 
Figure 7.4 demonstrates.  The harvesting head cuts the log at ground level and cuts it 
 
949 Pers.comm. Stephen Dodds, 30 March 2020. 
950 Sam Provost and Gregg Borschmann, “From axes to iPads: new logging methods replace traditional ways,” 
www.abc.net.au>programs>from-axes-to-ipads-logging-native-forests, posted 20 July 2015. 
951 O. F. Sweeney, “Regional Forest Agreements in NSW: have they achieved their aims? “(Sydney: National Parks 
Association of NSW Inc., 2016): 38. 
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to length.  It also delimbs the log and calculates its length and volume.  The harvester 
is not able to travel over obstacles so any tree stumps and shrubs in its path need to be 
uprooted.   
Present Public Native Forest Regulations and Operations 
In Chapter Two, the development of Regional Forest Agreements (RFAs) between the 
Commonwealth and the States was discussed. The New South Wales RFAs, for the 
Eden, North East and Southern Regions, were signed and implemented between 1999 
and 2001, each with a term of twenty years, due to expire between 2019 and 2021. They 
were extended by the Commonwealth and New South Wales governments in late 2018, 
for a further twenty years, with rolling twenty year extensions following satisfactory 
review each five years. 
Harvesting in the New South Wales south coast publicly owned forests is regulated 
under the Coastal Integrated Forestry Operations Approval (IFOA), which commenced 
in November 2018 and replaced separate IFOAs for the Upper North East, Lower 
North East, Southern and Eden regions. The new IFOA provides for “intensive 
harvesting” defined as “a type of harvesting operation with high level of tree removal 
and ground disturbance undertaken to promote regeneration,” and “selective 
harvesting,” a “harvesting operation that selectively removes trees from the harvest 
area”952.  Intensive harvesting corresponds to the previous “Australian Group 
Selection,” which was defined as “a silvicultural technique that creates canopy 
openings for the purpose of stimulating regeneration in certain forest types”953.  
Australian Group Selection has been used on the north coast in the wet sclerophyll 
forests for species such as blackbutt (Eucalyptus pilularis) which require full sunlight 
and lack of competition to establish from seed.  “Selective harvesting” could include 
 
952 Environmental Protection Authority, New South Wales, Coastal Integrated Forest Operations Approval, Protocol 39:  
Definitions.  https://www.epa.nsw.gov.au/-media/epa/corporate-site/resources/forestagreements/18p1177-coastal-
ifoa-conditions.pdf, accessed 30 March 2020. 




single tree selection and thinning, but single tree selection is not feasible with 
mechanical harvesting.   
The regulations provide that giant trees (of diameter greater than 160cm), and all dead 
standing trees must be retained.  All hollow bearing trees must be retained in an 
intensive harvesting zone, and a minimum of eight hollow bearing trees per hectare in 
all other areas.  There are regulations for the retention of feed and nectar trees and an 
exclusion zone each side of drainage lines and streams. There is an overarching 
requirement in selectively felled areas for an average basal area, the cross sectional 
area of trees at breast height, of 10 12 square metres per hectare. 
Figure 5 is a Google Earth view of an area in Brooman State Forest north of Batemans 
Bay that has been recently logged in accordance with the IFOA (Southern), the 
preceding Approval.  If the harvest area is likened to a leaf, the veins are the gullies 
and drainage lines. Directly to the north is an area which has previously been logged; 
it has some regrowth but no trees in the harvested areas. 
 
 
Figure 7.5: Logged section of Brooman State Forest, north of Batemans Bay. 
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The ABC report cited previously954 included extracts from interviews with forest 
workers: 
40 year veteran logging contractor: “Yeah, well, its murder … you’ve only 
got to have a look about … There’s a lot of young regrowth just being 
smashed to pieces”. 
Ex forest supervisor, resigned in 2009: “I didn’t want to go to work because 
I was destroying the place.  To see it destroyed like that after you’d worked 
so hard to try and look after it … that just got the better of me … Instead of 
having blokes with a couple of chainsaws going through and cutting you 
had machines now just tearing at it.  It went from two to three loads per 
day to up to ten to twelve loads per day.  You had just a massive machine 
now that was cutting the timber down.  It could just tear timber out of 
there so quick”. 
 
Present Private Native Forest Regulations and Operations 
Private native forestry on the south coast of New South Wales is undertaken under the 
Native Vegetation Act 2003.  Responsibility for private native forestry regulation and 
administration is shared between the Local Land Service agency which is responsible 
for private native forestry advice and approvals, and the NSW Environment Protection 
Authority which is responsible for compliance and enforcement of private native 
forestry regulations.   
The Private Native Forestry (PNF) Code of Practice for Southern NSW955 regulates 
forest operations on private property.  Its provisions are similar to the IFOA (Coastal) 
with some important differences.  First, silvicultural operations provide for single tree 
selection and thinning, and for Australian Group Selection.  The IFOA provides for 
selective felling, and intensive harvesting, with no provision for single tree selection.  
Second, the PNF Code of Practice provides for ten hollow bearing trees to be retained 
in each two hectare area, and importantly another ten recruitment trees, of the next 
cohort of hollow bearing trees, making a total of twenty trees for each two hectares.  
 
954 Provost and Borschmann, “From axes to iPads:  new logging methods replace traditional ways,” 7. 
955 Local Land Services website, www.lls.nsw.gov.au, home>help & advice>private native forestry, accessed 3 April 2020. 
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Where there are not ten hollow bearing trees, the balance must be made up with 
recruitment trees.  Third, the minimum average basal area956 in private native forestry 
logged areas is 12 to 16 square metres per hectare depending on average tree height in 
the harvesting area, compared to 10 to 12 square metres per hectare under the IFOA.  
Most coastal forests have average heights greater than 25 metres, requiring a 
minimum basal area in private forests after logging of 16 square metres per hectare. 
Figure 6 below is a Google Earth aerial view of the Stoney Creek mill property; the 
polygon outlined is a rough estimate957 of its boundaries.  The previous two chapters 
have described how the sawmill on the property was owned by Clyde Sawmilling 
Company for many years and eventually acquired by Davis and Herbert in 1972.  The 
mill was closed down and dismantled some years later, but the property has remained 
in Davis hands.  In 2015 Toby arranged for it to be logged, prior to selling the land958.  
His instructions were to take all the timber off the property that the regulations 
allowed and accordingly, it was cut to the minimum average basal area of sixteen 
square metres per hectare. 
The clearing at the top of the polygon marks the site of the original Stoney Creek mill.  
Just south of the mill site a clump of trees can be seen surrounded by a cleared ring.  
The clump contains a tree with a powerful owl’s nest, which required a fifty metre 
radius exclusion zone.  Running south of Ridge Road, a short track can be seen ending 
in a clearing which was the main log dump for the logging operation.  The logging was 
done by handfalling by chainsaw, single tree selection and integrated logging; logs 
were sorted on the landing according to their eventual uses and customers. The 
property produced telegraph poles, high quality quota spotted gum logs for flooring, 
 
956 As previously noted, the cross-sectional area of trees at breast height. 
957 The north and north-east boundaries are accurate, but the western and eastern boundaries are overstated. 
958 At the time I was briefly involved in the family business, managing the logging of T. E. Davis Properties Pty. Limited 
private native forestry properties.   I was involved in the logging of Stoney Creek, liaising between the logging 




quota and salvage logs for small coastal mills, and logs suitable for firewood, sent to 
regional firewood processors. 
 
Figure 7.6: Stoney Creek mill forest,6 kilometres south of Bodalla, logged 2014 2015 under NSW Private Native Forestry 
Code of Practice for Southern New South Wales. 
In 1973 Richard and Val Routley, as quoted in Chapter Two, wrote: 
Conservatively managed forests, using careful selection or small patch 
cutting over part of the areas, can retain their beauty, diversity and value 
for many non wood production purposes, and still provide reasonable 
quantities of wood959. 
The aerial view in Figure 7.6 three years later is of a harvested forest which fully 
complied with the New South Wales Private Native Forestry Code of Practice for 
Southern New South Wales. The harvest supplied telegraph poles, high quality spotted 
gum logs for flooring, and firewood.  It also proved to be a lucrative undertaking for 
 
959 Routley and Routley, “The Fight for the Forests,” caption to photograph 6. 
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This thesis has studied the environmental history of the south coast forest industry 
and its forest environment, or to paraphrase George Seddon’s concise definition 
quoted in the Introduction960, how the forest industry changed the south coast forest 
environment through time, and how the south coast forest environment changed the 
industry.  
In exploring how the forest industry changed the forest environment this thesis 
confronts the primary premise expressed by Dolly Jorgensen, “if humans used only 
their hands, they would have no more effect upon the surface of the planet than any 
other animal with their paws or hooves”961.  It is technology, the contacting surface 
between humans and their environment, that has permitted the human participants in 
the forest industry to make changes to their forest environment. Over the two 
hundred and more years since the cedar getters felled their first trees on the 
Shoalhaven River, there have been ongoing innovations in logging, sawmilling and 
transport technology and practice. These technologies are the key question this thesis 
has explored; how did changes in technology affect the south coast forest industry’s 
impact on the forest environment over the last two hundred years? My study of the 
history of the industry has shown how the ongoing changes in technology have 
intensified the impact of the forest industry on the forest environment.   
The four case studies at the heart of this thesis detailed these changes in technology 
and how they increased man’s impact on the south coast forest environment. Each 
 
960 George Seddon, “Searching for the Snowy,” xviii, “how we have changed a given environment through time, and how it 
has changed us”. 
961 Dolly Jorgensen, “Five Technological Tenets,” 480. 
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examined different aspects of the industry, across different periods of the past two 
hundred years, to draw out differences in industry practices and technologies. 
The first case study, presented in Chapter Three, chronicled the early cedar trade in 
the Shoalhaven and Illawarra regions between 1811 and 1830, a time of pitsaws, bullock 
drays and overloaded tiny boats. Mechanical energy was provided by human and 
animal muscle, wind, water and tides, and heat energy by wood or coal. This case 
study also provided a sketch of social and economic conditions in the early colony; it 
reflected the struggles and prejudices of the time between the “exclusive” wealthy 
landholders, and the emerging emancipist merchant interest and emancipist and 
ticket of leave cedar getters. The cedar trade in the region only lasted for twenty years, 
but it opened up the Kiama area for settlement, and placed increasing pressure on 
Alexander Berry to open up the northern Shoalhaven for settlers. 
The second case study, in Chapter Four, covered the exploitation of the forests by a 
vertically integrated Sydney timber merchant firm, Goodlet and Smith, across the 
second half of the nineteenth century.  The study also places the history of the firm’s 
activities on the south coast within the social and economic context of the later 
nineteenth century after the gold rushes of the early 1850s.  The Goodlet and Smith 
headquarters and timber merchant business were in Sydney; they were not settlers 
and did not promote settlement.  They invested capital in the exploitation of the high 
value timbers of their choice and then moved on to another locality as those timbers 
were depleted.  This was a period of increasing technological innovation in the region: 
the first steam sawmills, the introduction of specialised timber sea transport and 
wharf facilities, and horse drawn tramways to haul logs into the sawmill.  
The third case study, in Chapter Five, examined different aspects of the establishment 
of the timber trade in the Clyde River region in the second half of the nineteenth 
century. By contrast with the Goodlet and Smith enterprises, the Clyde River forest 
industry structure was fragmented and fluid, with numerous mostly local participants 
who entered and left the market as their interests (and fortunes) waxed and waned.  
These currents and eddies of activity covered three different localities in the Clyde 
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River area: Nelligen, the river port settlement, upstream from Batemans Bay; 
Batemans Bay township itself at the mouth of the river; and Tomakin, east of 
Batemans Bay at the mouth of the Tomaga River.  The study of this period in the Clyde 
River region history highlighted the role of coastal sea transport and in particular of 
sailing vessels in the timber trade.  Broader developments in technology also shaped 
how the Clyde River forest industry exploited the forest resources.  For example, the 
building and transport technologies of the time shaped how the forest industry 
utilised the ironbark and turpentine stands in the forests around the Clyde River.  
Ironbark girders were much in demand in the large public buildings and warehouses 
being constructed in Sydney, and turpentine (Syncarpia glomulifera) was used to meet 
the demand for wharf piles in Sydney Harbour docks and wharf facilities. The coming 
of the railways saw much of the forest around Tomakin cut down in the 1880s, as this 
case study documented, to provide bridge timbers and sleepers for the extension of 
the main southern railway south from Bungendore to Michelago. 
The final case study in Chapter Six documented the one hundred year long history of 
the McMillan family’s timber firms, first McMillan Bros. and from 1912 on, the Clyde 
Sawmilling Company, in the south coast forest industry from 1870 to 1976.  The history 
of the family’s involvement in the south coast industry saw important technological 
changes in logging, sawmilling, transport and communications, as well as sweeping 
changes in the social and economic context.  The twentieth century began with 
sawmills dependent on access to fresh water to supply the boiler of the steam engine 
powering the saws, and to navigable river or ocean to load coastal sailing vessels with 
the sawn timber for carriage to markets.  By mid century, the introduction of first 
diesel, then electric power for the sawmills removed the need for access to fresh water 
for power, and exponential advances in road transport removed the dependence on 
sea transport for carting sawn timber to markets.  Motorised transport also 
revolutionised logging practices and allowed for expanded sawmill capacity, when 
logging jinkers replaced bullock teams to haul logs from the forest to the mills.   
Chapter Seven traced developments in the industry from 1976, when the Clyde 
Sawmilling Company’s history on the south coast ended with the sale of its last 
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sawmill at Bermagui to Davis and Herbert Pty. Limited, to the present day.  It outlined 
how increasing regulation of log supplies to the sawmills through the imposition of log 
quotas, combined with increasing economies of scale in sawmilling and transport 
technology, led inexorably to market concentration in the hands of Davis and Herbert 
Pty. Limited and eventual ownership of the industry by the multinational corporation 
Boral Limited.  Boral Limited and the Forests Corporation of New South Wales share a 
common interest in maximising profits. Combined with the introduction of 
mechanised harvesting into the state forests, the results have been unsustainable 
levels of harvesting and damage to the forest ecology which have proved destructive in 
the south coast native forests, as the evidence presented in Chapter Seven 
demonstrates.  
This brief summary of the findings of my research in the four case studies 
demonstrates how the impact of the forest industry activities on the forest 
environment in the over two hundred years since settlement has been intensified by 
developments in logging and sawmilling technology over that period.  In the early 
1800s, when the cedar harvest took place north of the Shoalhaven River, and around 
Kiama, the industry was totally reliant on human, animal and wind energy; it also 
targeted only one rainforest species, Australian red cedar, which was scattered 
throughout the brush. The industry thus had very little impact on the surrounding 
environment.  In the second half of the century, as the second and third case studies 
show, steam powered sawmills were established and the infrastructure and equipment 
for sea transport of logs and sawn timber by sailing vessels to the Sydney market 
became more sophisticated.  The industry was however still largely reliant on animal, 
human and wind energy; sailing ships carried sawn timber to Sydney well into the 
twentieth century, and bullock teams continued to work in the bush until after the 
Second World War. Tramways had been installed at some of the mills, but they were 
drawn by teams of horses. The fourth case study, with its history of Clyde Sawmilling 
spanning the twentieth century, traced the introduction of exponential shifts in 
logging, sawmilling and transport technology, from the internal combustion engine 
and the diesel motor to the chainsaw and the bulldozer.  
 
249  
This study has traced parts of the history of the south coast forest industry; the scope 
was limited to four case studies, each representative of a region, a period and an 
industry model.  This structure, while necessary, excluded a broader view of the 
industry and its environment. Space constraints further limited the description and 
discussion of new technologies as they were introduced in the forest industry. Archival 
limitations on New South Wales forest history also impacted the research; the 
administrative chaos that beset the Forests branch, described by the 1907 Commission 
of Inquiry into Forests as quoted in Chapter Two, is reflected in the absence of Forests 
Branch records in the Lands Department files of the late nineteenth century. 
Twentieth century records are also very patchy: when the Forestry Commission was 
established in 1916 as a statutory authority, it was no longer required to archive its files 
with the state records office. These are recognised limitations of the study. 
My study of the environmental history of the south coast forest industry and its forest 
environment contributes to the Australian forest and regional history literatures by 
providing for the first time, a history  and the first environmental history  of the 
south coast forest industry and its environment. It contributes to the Envirotech 
(environmental history/history of technology) field by, also for the first time, 
recognising the environment technology junction in humankind environment 
interactions in a forest environment.  
The case studies have also contributed in smaller ways to our knowledge and 
understanding of Australian regional and social history. For example, the study of the 
cedar trade identified a scanty literature on the history of the cedar trade on the New 
South Wales coast, most based on the same small collection of primary sources.  This 
history is significant because it reflects the early class and commercial struggles 
between the “exclusives” and “emancipists” as Sydney emerged from its beginnings as 
a penal colony. The story of the early settlement of Jervis Bay is also the first time that 
this history has been compiled and written based on historical and archival sources. 
For the first time also, the types and volumes of timber cargoes shipped from 
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nineteenth century south coast forest industry centres have been identified and 
aggregated, thanks to the digitisation of newspapers by Trove962.   
My research has identified a number of avenues for future research. One area would 
be a more substantial study of the history of sawmilling and logging technology in the 
New South Wales coastal forests. Another area for future research relates to the social 
history of the timber communities on the south coast. Barry McGowan studied the 
mining communities of the south east of New South Wales963; there are many parallels 
to the timber communities, and a comparison of differences and similarities could be 
fruitful.  Sleeper cutting is another potential avenue for future research. It was a 
significant part of the New South Wales forest industry when the railways were being 
constructed in Australia and around the Indian Ocean and Pacific Rim, and its history 
has not been documented to any extent.  Because sleeper cutting was usually 
undertaken by sub contract to larger firms, there are useful archival records in 
repositories such as the Noel Butlin Archives at the Australian National University. 
Another area of fruitful future research would be aspects of the story of the nineteenth 
century coastal trading fleet that plied the string of ports and roadsteads along the 
New South Wales coast, their owners and crews, the cargoes that they carried as 
agriculture and industry developed, and the “small” tragedies encapsulated in the 
regular newspaper reports of “lost at sea”. One more avenue for future research which 
I have already touched on, is the common perception of the cedar getters as a 
“strange, wild set,” garnered from the few contemporary accounts that survive in the 
literature. Critically exploring how this perception reflected the class structure of the 
early colony and how it reflected the reality of the lives of the cedar getters would 
provide further contextual and cultural insights. 
Analysis of forest practices in the south coast forest environment through the 
environment technology junction lens has demonstrated how changes in technology 
 
962 Unfortunately, daily reporting of “Coasters Inward” and their cargoes ceased in the Sydney Morning Herald in 1886. 
963 Barry McGowan, “Dust and Dreams: a regional history of mining and community in south east New South Wales, 1850-
1914” (PhD thesis, Australian National University, 2001). 
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have led to current harvesting practices that are unsustainable for future supplies of 
timber, and for the flora and fauna of the forest environment. The comparison with a 
nearby forest logged by chainsaw, in accordance with the private native forestry code 
of practice, as presented in Chapter Seven, emphasises this point. The evidence 
presents a very good case for the implementation of “tenure blind” codes of practice 
for public and private forestry  a single code for all forests, whether publicly or 
privately owned.  The Private Native Forestry Code of Practice for Southern New 
South Wales would provide a useful model, as Figure 7.6 indicates. The evidence 
presented in Chapter Seven also raises issues with the appropriateness of the current 
corporate profit objectives of the Forest Corporation of New South Wales, and 
whether these should be better balanced with the conservation objectives the Forestry 
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